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The Conference of Regional Church Working Groups on Christians and Jews
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Germany, founded in 1978. The KLAK has set itself the task of raising awareness of
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the tradition of the Church, in theology and in the Christian faith, and of developing
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4

5
Klaus Müller

Introduction
From its foundations, the Church of Jesus Christ remains in a two-fold relationship of equal importance:
as the community of the Body of Christ it exists in the
plurality of worldwide ecumenical Christianity. By virtue
of it’s birth and emergence, the Church finds itself related
to it’s root foundation in Judaism. Spoken in New Testament
imagery: The "Body of Christ" is constitutively and permanently
bound up into the "olive tree of Israel". This two-fold relationship is
not free of conflict and must be materialised, concretised and lived
over and over again.
The perpetual bond with Judaism, just like the relationship within the
worldwide ecumenical movement, is an existential element of every church
in all of their diversity all over the world. Like the ecumenical discourse, the Jewish-Christian dialogue is not a unique topic of a particular Christian theology,
be that “Western” or German, but a fundamental dimension of any theology, of all
churches and denominations.
This two-fold relationship in the nature of the church has also been recognised in the
theology of the Ecumenical Council. In 2013, the Faith and Order Commission published its ground-breaking study "The Church. Towards a Common Vision". Entitled
"The Prophetic, Priestly and Kingly People of God", the study states in Art.17:
"In the call of Abraham, God was choosing for himself a holy people. The prophets
frequently recalled this election and vocation in the following powerful formulation:
"... I will be their God and they shall be my people" (Jer 31:33; Ezek 37:27; echoed in
2 Cor 6:16; Heb 8:10). The covenant with Israel marked a decisive moment in the
unfolding realization of the plan of salvation. Christians believe that in the ministry,
death and resurrection of Jesus and the sending of the Holy Spirit, God established
the new covenant for the purpose of uniting all human beings with himself and with
one another. There is a genuine newness in the covenant initiated by Christ and yet
the Church remains, in God's design, profoundly related to the people of the first
covenant, to whom God will always remain faithful (cf. Rom 11:11-36)."
A sentence about the nature of the Church that can hardly be overestimated in
its profound significance: In Christ, something new has become, yes - "and yet the
Church remains, in God's design, profoundly related to the people of the first covenant, to whom God will always remain faithful." At the time, the Unity Council of
the Holy See reacted decidedly positively to this sentence and advocated further
elaboration, concretisation and interpretation.
The first context of the Church is Judaism. A reflection of the profound connection
between ecumenical Christianity and Judaism is the lasting relevance of the Hebrew
Bible and the Jewish interpretation of Scripture for the understanding of the New
Testament and the self-understanding of the Church in general. The Jesus tradition
Hebrew Bible. Photo: HGV/SchalomNet

in the New Testament breathes and lives in the horizon of the Jewish tradition with
the Hebrew Bible at its centre. This is the subject of the following series of theses:

Eight propositions on the relevance of the Hebrew Bible
for the Christian Church
1) For Jesus Christ himself, the Hebrew Bible as Holy Scripture had normative significance in life and in death; therefore it is also Holy Scripture for the followers of Christ
at all times.
2) The first witnesses of Christ decisively described the person and work of their master in the language and categories of the Hebrew Bible - whether in Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek. What happened "according to the scriptures" (1 Cor 15) needs those
scriptures alongside and with it in order to be able to tell what happened. What
happened only finds language in those writings.
3) In Christ is the "yes" to all the promises of Scripture (2 Cor 1:20) and thus keeps
Scripture valid for all those who are "in Christ" (en Christó). Christ is the mediator also
between my Christian existence and the Hebrew Bible.
4) In Christ is the "yes" to all the promises of Scripture - not to dismiss them as "fulfilled" but "to confirm the promises" (Rom 15:8) made to the Jewish fathers and
mothers: Christ became a deacon of the Jewish community for the sake of God's
truthfulness and to affirm the promises of God to His people.
5) Christ is the "yes" to all the promises of Scripture and keeps them in force - in
the sense of confirmed, affirmed, certainly also open promises of God. It is precisely
those promises that are open to the future that are needed in order to avoid growing weary of the hope that one day wolves will dwell with the lambs and panthers
with the goats, that the knowledge of God will cover the land and streams of righteousness will rain down.
6) The "yes" to all the promises in Christ does not condone an exclusively "Christological reading" of the Hebrew Bible, but rather invites discovery of clues for and
explanations of the Christ event in the Jewish Bible (as the German Christmas
carol puts it "as (!) the ancients sang to us", rather than " the highest desire
and longing of the fathers of old and their prophesies have been fulfilled
in glory").
7) The "yes" in Christ is not a verification, or a confirmation of a truth
that had not yet existed before Christ. The "yes" is a renewed ratification of that which was already truth from God.
8) The Christian Church has incorporated the Jewish Bible into
its Holy Scriptures. This is a unique process in the history of
religions. Regardless of a final decision on asymmetries
in the Christian relationship to the Old and New Testaments, it must be affirmed: The canonical validity of
both parts of the Christian Bible is a reflection of the
New Testament in the original Greek text.
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lasting validity of the election of God's people Israel as well as of the Church of Jesus
Christ.
The theological network of the "Conference of Regional Church Working Groups on
Christians and Jews" (KLAK) is committed to the principle of a permanent connectivity between Christian theology and practice with Judaism. For Christians, understanding the Bible requires an awareness of Christian-Jewish relations. When the
churches of the worldwide ecumenical movement approach the Holy Scriptures,
they are called to read and understand the Word of God within the Christian-Jewish
connectedness.
It is in this spirit that this booklet provides impulses for the New Testament passages
that guide the individual weekdays of the World Assembly of the Ecumenical Council 2022. This collection of thoughts, meditations and interpretations follows these
biblical texts and attempts to read them in the context of the entire biblical tradition
and thereby in the horizon of Christian-Jewish relations.

Klaus Müller

Seeing God in Christ
Thoughts on the motto of the World Assembly
in the Christian-Jewish context
Christians focus on Christ. That is why they are called Christians, it is the essence of
the Christian faith and therefore good. In conversation with the religions, especially
with Judaism, however, this field of vision is broadened within the entirety of Holy
Scripture: the relationship with Christ is a relationship with God's Anointed One and
thus, in the deepest sense, with God himself. Thus, faith in Christ always includes faith in God, the Creator of heaven and earth, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the
God of Sarah, Rebecca, Leah and Rachel, the God whom Jesus and those who follow
him invoke in prayer as the "father in heaven".
In interreligious dialogue with religions, the Christian faith should not cover up or
conceal faith in God with the faith in Christ. The theme of the Assembly, which so
pointedly refers to Christ, is ultimately a statement of faith in God himself, whom
Christians see present in Jesus' life, death and resurrection. In the deepest sense, it is
a statement about God when we confess in the motto: Christ's love moves the world
towards reconciliation and unity. For: The pivotal point in Corinthians 5:2 is: "God
was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself." Faith in Christ directs the focus to the
loving and reconciling God himself. It is in this sense, that "Whoever sees me sees the
Father" in John's Gospel can be understood. In the man from Nazareth, the heavenly
Father reveals his nature; in the story of Jesus Christ, in his love, in his devotion to
humanity, it can and should be possible to trace who God is. The love of Christ is
transparent to the love of God.
God in Christ - here is a valid answer to this day to where the heart of the Christian
faith beats. And this heart of the Christian faith touches a deep conviction of Judaism, which is: in all his unavailability, God himself creates a way of presence in the
world - the Shechina. For the rabbinic commentators, the idea of Shechina is one
of the most important forms of language to face the question of God's withdrawal
and presence in the world. Shechina is verbum actionis, meaning not something like
God's home address in the world, nothing static, but the dynamic of his dwelling:
Shechina is God's unavailable becoming present in the world.
It is especially the biblical anthropomorphism that prompts the rabbis to speak of
the Shechina. If, for example, Gen 9:27 says that God will dwell in the tents of Shem,
the Aramaic Targum reads that God will make his Shechina dwell in the tents of
Shem; if, for example, in Ex 25:8, God instructs the Israelites to build a sanctuary so
that he may "dwell among them", in the Aramaic Targum it is again the Shechina who
will take up residence. The rabbinic discourse of the Shechina seeks to express God's
nearness and at the same time to withdraw it from direct human disposal.

Bible reading in the First and
Second Testament.
Photos: HGV/SchalomNet

In the early rabbinic tradition of the Mishnah, the term Shechina is used in the context of Torah study: "When two sit together and there are words of Torah between
them, the Shechina dwells among them" (Pirqe Avot 3:2). Shechina is the powerful
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manifestation of divine presence; it is - especially after the loss of the central Jerusalem sanctuary - the expression of God's togetherness with his people. To put it bluntly: Shechinah is God's going along with His or Her own. The shechina, according to
the rabbis in the Midrash, followed Israel into exile in Egypt, as it says: "I went (!) into
exile (translated differently: "revealed") to the house of your fathers when they were
in Egypt" (1. Sam 2:27); likewise also into exile to Babylon, as it says: "For your sake I
let myself be sent (understood passively) to Babylon" (Isa 43:14); likewise into exile
to Elam, as it says: "I will set up my throne in Elam" (Jer 49:38); and also into exile to
Edom, as it says: "Who is he who comes from Edom" (Isa 63:1).
The core idea is: "Wherever Israel went into exile, the Shechina, as it were, went into
exile with them." And when Israel returns from captivity in the future, the Shechina
will return with them "as it were", as it says: "And YHWH your God will return with
your captivity" (Deut 30:3; Mechilta to Ex 12:41). In the "so to speak" there is, mind
you, that reservation of sayability that even Christian theology must not skip.
The people of God, Israel, confess God's presence in the midst of the basic movement of their experience of faith, of their existence from the beginning: to be led
away under foreign rule and to experience liberation. Both together make up the
exodus experience - both take place in the going along of the Shechina. "Whenever
Israel is enslaved, the Shechina - if it is permissible to say so - is enslaved with them"
is such an important statement in the Midrash because it speaks of God's nearness
in the midst of all man's hardships; the rabbis associate Isa 63:8f: "He became a deliverer to them. In all their tribulation it was not a herald and messenger, it was his face
that delivered them, in his love, in his gentleness he himself set them free, he lifted
them up, he carried them all the days of old."
According to the rabbis in the Midrash, such God's involvement applies first to the
community as a whole, but then also to the individual(s). The rabbis refer to Ps 91:15:

Tetragram of God‘s
name in front of the
crucifix in the Protestant Barfüßerkirche in Augsburg.
Photo:
HGV/SchalomNet

"He calls me and I answer him, with him I am in tribulation - that is, God in distress - I
untie him and I honour him."
"Repetitions" of the Exodus as God becoming present in suffering and on the steps
of liberation. Individually and collectively, again and again, unaccountable, basic
step of the Passover experience. The figurative speech of the shechina in exile is a
form of speech for God's being with us in every adversity, an expression of his going
with us in and out of tribulation everywhere. With the citation of this Psalm verse, the
early rabbinic midrash prepares an understanding that draws God's closeness into
the bondage experiences of social and societal deprivation in general: the rabbis
think of the Shechina as being present at the bedside of the sick, as being found
in the stranger on the wanderings in search of shelter. Shechina in exile - politically
and/or socially - is God's presence in the perspective of liberation, of being brought
out. If it were not explicitly written in the Scriptures, says Rabbi Aqiva, it would hardly
be uttered: "You, God, have delivered your people out of Egypt" (2 Sam 7:23) understood as "You have delivered yourself". Once and in the future.
The Shechina in exile is the Shechina with the downtrodden and humiliated in the
horizon of hope of liberation. It is the expression of the loving God. This is a basic
rabbinic-Jewish conviction that reaches into the theology of the New Testament. He
who gladdens the heart of the wretched and afflicted, as Maimonides sums up the
rabbinic tradition, thereby becomes similar to the Shechina (Hilchot Megillah 2:17),
as it says in Is 57:15: "Yea, thus hath he spoken, the High and Reverend, Everlasting
and Holy is his name: High and holy dwelleth I - and with the crushed and the brokenhearted: to quicken the spirit of the lowly, to quicken the spirit of the malted". This
being-with and going-with of the Shechina must be comprehensively responded to
on the part of the human being - Paul would say: in a "diakonia of reconciliation".
God's indwelling in the distressed places of this world and the mystery of the Passion of his Anointed One have deep roots in Jewish faith. I recall only the Talmudic
legend - on the Jewish side, according to Gershom Scholem, "there is none more
magnificent than that" - of the Messiah among the lepers and beggars at the gates of
Rome; a rabbinic story that can speak for itself; that combines the hope for messianic
salvation with the ideal of being with the needy with an intensity that can hardly be
increased (Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 98a).
Where is God - God, entangled in the passion of man, interwoven in the passion
of his Anointed. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, facing the day of his execution in Flossenbürg
concentration camp on 9 April 1945, came very close to this - original Jewish - fundamental idea of Christianity. From his prison cell in Tegel, a poem has survived from
July 1944 in which Bonhoeffer sums up the mystery of Christian faith in God in the
lines: "People go to God in their need, find him poor, reviled, without shelter or bread
...". God, Bonhoeffer explains, allows himself to be forced out of the world to the cross,
God is powerless and weak in the world and only in this way is he with us and helps
us. The Bible does not have the Deus ex machina in mind who will fix it - the Bible
points man to the powerlessness and suffering of God; only the suffering God can
help. God - entangled in deep human need. Change of place! The basic meaning of
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katallagē, reconciliation. Martin Luther acclaims this "joyful change". God and need
exchange places - and therefore human need is no longer a godless place.
"God was in Christ" - this is also grammatically speaking the core statement, the main
clause with predicate in its middle, the only inflected verb - everything else is participial explanation and closer definition: "reconciling", "not imputing guilt", "raising
up the Logos of reconciliation". All the other benefits flow from the main phrase.
"God was in Christ" seems to me to be the only grammatically appropriate translation. Not ontologically exaggerated, certainly not turned into biologism, but understood strictly relationally: God himself fully identifies with Christ and his destiny.
The decisive factor in understanding God's "indwelling" in Christ is the katallagē, the
reconciliation. The Greek allássein means to change, to exchange, to change places,
so to speak. The katà indicates the direction, in the sense of "providing a change of
place from above". Substitution radically conceived. In Christ, God places himself in
the place of the cosmos and works relief. The idea of katallássein is Paul's specific
diction for the event of salvation (Rom 5:10; 11:15); it transforms enmity into peace,
brings light into the darkness. There is so to speak a system in katallássein, an inner
"logic", according to which a change of place guarantees a change of circumstances.
The "logos of reconciliation" is raised to full validity - with God the principle of exchange is in force, a salutary exchange. God was in Christ and reconciled the world to
himself by exchanging places with all that can only be called world and sin and death. World, sin and death - these three belong together like an unholy trinity - it cost
the living triune God everything to overcome this unholy trinity.
Whatever we may tell in the passages of the
New Testament Gospels about Jesus' love, his
devotion to humanity and the whole of creation
- everything is transparent towards the one God
who in his freedom chooses Jesus of Nazareth to
be his indwelling in the world. In addition to all
events, up to the cross on Golgotha and Easter
morning, there is that one mystery, something
that is not readily visible, that is not already recognisable and sayable at first glance: "God in
Christ".
Erected is the "word of reconciliation", says Paul,
the "logic" of the katallagē. What is left for us to
do? "Be therefore ambassadors of reconciliation!"
- in the service of the katallagē. If God makes reMonument to Dietrich Bonhoeffer in front of the
Elisabeth Church in Breslau. Bonhoeffer was born
in Breslau on February 4, 1906 and murdered in the
Flossenbürg concentration camp on April 9, 1945.
Photo: HGV/SchalomNet

conciliation with us, how should the main word among us not also be "reconciliation"? Between the Church of Jesus Christ and the people of the everlasting covenant,
in the family of nations, among religions and denominations. Reconciliation invites a
change of place - not occupation and usurpation of places dear to others. If only we
too could change places with each other in a worldwide church and a world full of
conflict...! Nothing builds trust and reconciliation as much as changing perspectives
with the "others" - at least once in thought, thinking from their point of view, sharing
in their burden, sharing in their joy. This is how unity can be achieved.
What the world and the Church need are forms of reconciliation! We need the change of place, the joyful change - in the name of God's indwelling in Jesus Christ.
Dr. Klaus Müller, pastor and professor at the University of Heidelberg, is the representative of the Protestant Church in Baden for Christian-Jewish dialogue
and chairman of the KLAK.

Synagogue in Karlsruhe, Baden-Württemberg, built in 1971. Predecessor synagogues were destroyed in the pogrom night of 1938. Photo: Baden-Paul CC Zero
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John 4:4-26: "The woman at the well"
Crossing borders
4 But he had to pass through Samaria. 5 Then he came to a town of Samaria called
Sychar, near the piece of land Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 6 There was Jacob's
well. Then Jesus, weary from his wandering as he was, sat down by the spring. It was
about the sixth hour. 7 A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her,
"Give me to drink!" 8 For his disciples had gone into the city to buy provisions. 9 Then
the Samaritan woman said to him, "Why do you ask to drink from me, though you
are a Jew, since I am a Samaritan woman?" Jews do not associate with Samaritans.
10 Jesus answered her, "If you knew the gift of God and who it is that says to you,
'Give me to drink,' you would have asked him, and he would have given you living
water." 11 The woman said to him, "Sir, you don't even have a bailer and the well is
deep. So where did you get the living water from? 12 Are you greater than our father
Jacob, who gave us the well? Both he himself drank from it and his sons and his flock
animals." 13 Jesus answered her, "All who drink of this water will thirst again. 14 But
those who drink of the water I give them will never thirst again, but the water I give
them will become in them a spring of water gushing forth for eternal life." 15 The
woman said to him, "Sir, give me this water so that I may thirst no more nor come
here to draw!" 16 He said to her, "Go, call your husband and come here!" 17 The woman answered him, "I have no husband." Jesus said to her, "You were right to say, 'I
have no husband.' 18 For you had five husbands. And the one you have now is not
your husband. You have said that rightly." 19 The woman said to him, "Sir, I see that
you are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors worshipped on this mountain. But you claim
that Jerusalem is the place to worship." 21 Jesus told her, "Believe me, woman, the
hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the
Father. 22 You worship what you do not know. We worship what we know; for salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the hour is coming, and now is, when those who truly
worship will worship the Father in power of the Spirit and in truth. For the Father
also wills such as worship him thus. 24 God is spirit power; and those who worship
him must worship in spirit power and truth." 25 The woman said to him, "I know that
the Messiah is coming." That is, the Anointed One. "When he comes, he will proclaim
everything to us." 26 Jesus told her, "It is I who am talking to you."

The questioning woman from Sychar
The itinerant preacher and miracle worker from Nazareth was again and again driven
to the border and beyond. He was a border-crosser - or rather: he was made to be
one, by God. Thus the great narrative of John 4 begins with the mysterious edei "he
had to", which, as in many other passages of the New Testament, points to the miraculous and sign-like activity of God.
The miraculous and at the same time mysterious nature of God's work is related to
the fact that for us humans, no well thought-out strategies or elaborate plans are
discernible in it. This is also the case with the events narrated in John 4: neither the
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disciples nor Jesus himself have any recognisable strategies. Jesus does not pursue
a planned mission here, nor does he come with specific intentions. If anyone has a
mission here, then it is God himself.
This God chooses for his mission Jesus of Nazareth, who first is simply there and "has"
to go to a border - without any intention or plan of his own. And so he brings nothing
with him. All he brings is his person. He didn't even think about food and drink. Thus,
he sat down by the well all alone.
For his disciples also left him, because they would rather take care of the food or
think they have to take care of it. The disciples, prefiguration of the leadership personalities of the later early church, are obviously not needed here at all. Missio Dei
works without them - sometimes perhaps even better.

Target message "Saving the world"
Within John 4, the account of Jesus' encounter with a Samaritan woman and their
conversation (vv. 4-26) forms the first and central section of a longer narrative consisting of several episodes. The first is followed by a second section describing the
disciples' return from buying food and the woman's departure for the city, where she
recounts her encounter (vv. 27-30). The third section is a conversation between Jesus
and his disciples about the food, the harvest and the karpon eis zoe aionion "the fruit
for eternal life" (vv. 31-38) and the fourth section contains the account of the faith of
the Samaritans of Sychar and their invitation to Jesus to stay (vv. 39-42). The grand
narrative finally culminates and aims at the confession: houtos estin alethws ho soter
tou kosmou "this is truly the Saviour of the world" (v. 42).
This target message contains two aspects that are inseparably linked like two sides
of one and the same coin. On the one hand, it is about the person of Jesus and his
identity; on the other hand, it is about the world and its salvation.
The fact that the Samaritans from Sychar speak of kosmos, "the world", and link this
to their encounter with Jesus shows that the Samaritans as a group in this narrative
stand for the fact that the Missio Dei is ultimately aimed at the whole world. Thus,
the border that Jesus "must" cross here - on the narrative level, it is only a matter of
borders between the three main regions of ancient Palestine, between Judea and
Samaria or Samaria and Galilee - is basically something like a gate out into the wide
world and the opening corridor to the world outside the borders of the Jewish people.
But these borders of the Jewish people are not as simple as it seems. In fact, at the
time of Jesus, the Samaritans belonged to the Jewish people rather than to the pagan world. Their roots lie in the 4th century B.C., when a split occurred within the
priesthood at the Jerusalem temple. Due to differences over the understanding of
the purity regulations and the regulations on marriage, part of the priesthood left
Jerusalem and settled in Shechem, located about 15 km southeast of the former
capital of the ancient northern kingdom of Samaria, which at that time was the centre of the Persian provincial government and a stronghold of the occupying power.
The priests of Shechem, today's Nablus, founded a new sanctuary on nearby Mount

14

15

Garizim, from which a rivalry with the Temple in Jerusalem arose. Despite all the differences, which intensified over the centuries, the Samaritan religious community
can undoubtedly be attributed to the ancient Jewish culture of Palestine, which was
diverse in itself. For them, only the five books of Moses were regarded as Holy Scripture, whereby the texts and the characters used largely corresponded to those of
other Jewish groups of the time. Their faith was characterised by a special veneration
of Moses as the lawgiver, leader of the people and founder of the priesthood. In later
rabbinic Judaism, they were considered neither Gentiles nor Jews. They formed a
special group within the Judaism of Jesus' time. (Cf. Jürgen Zangenberg, Die Samaritaner, in K. Erlemann et al, Neues Testament und Antike Kultur. Volume 3, Neukirchen-Vluyn 2005, pp. 47-50).
Thus, the Samaritan woman at the well makes it possible to understand how people
outside the officially set boundaries of the Jewish people come to faith. And it can be
understood that and how Jesus of Nazareth, who himself emerged from the midst
of the Jewish people and is rooted in it, becomes involved in encounters with such
people beyond the borders.

Questioning opens the way to understanding and faith
It is not the only story describing Jesus’ involvement with such people, and all these
stories of involvement would not have happened without the women - be they from
Samaritan Sychar or from the Phoenician territory of Tyre and Sidon.
Therefore, she deserves a closer look, that woman from the Samaritan city called Sychar - a historically unidentified place, but not coincidentally read as Sychem in part
of the later Christian textual tradition. This woman is distinguished by the fact that
at first she simply asks questions. At the beginning of her journey to faith in Jesus
there is the questioning. The questioning is the motor for something to emerge here,
producing a surprising experience for both, the woman and for Jesus.
The first of three themes that determine the conversation between Jesus and the woman revolves around
the keyword hydor zon "living water".
Disputes about boundaries and demarcations - even today - repeatedly
concern the topic of "water". Thus
the woman reacts to Jesus' request
to be given water to drink, at first
Synagogue in Freiburg, Baden-Württemberg, built in 1987. The predecessor synagogue was burnt down in
the pogrom night of 1938 and then
blown up.
Photo: Joergens CC BY-SA 3.0

by referring to the demarcation between Samaritans and the iudaioi, the Jews or
Judeans. But it is a reference in the mode of questioning, of openness and turning
towards the other person - not in the mode of a positional answer that is oriented
towards delimiting one's own position.
This gives Jesus the opportunity to take the topic of water out of the field of conflict
between the Samaritans and the Jews and to direct the gaze to the dorea tou theou
"the gift of God" and the hydor zon "the living water". With the subsequent further
question of the woman, the person of Jesus then moves into the centre of attention.
And in doing so, the roles have reversed in a wonderful way: the one who asks for
water at the beginning is now asked for water himself, and the one who was asked
for water now becomes one who asks for water herself. "Living water" in the Holy
Scriptures stands for God and his healing and saving work (see Jer 2:13; cf. Isa 44:3),
and by revealing himself here as the giver of water, Jesus shows what his work is
aimed at: To bring God's healing and redeeming work to people and to make it concretely perceptible for them. Therefore, Jesus speaks also of water that flows eis zoen
aionion "into eternal life".
The two other topics that follow in the conversation in which the two of them are
involved are also topics that are always virulent in conflicts of demarcation - until
today: the question of marriage and marriages as well as the question of the proper
worship of God and the true religion.
By referring to the men the woman had had in the past and the fact that she now
no longer has a husband, Jesus sheds light on the precarious social situation of the
woman, where the reason for her obvious longing for healing and redemption may
lie - and in this he proves to be a prophet and teacher of alethes legein, "truthful
speaking".
Finally, the third theme, similar to the first, opens with a reference to the division
between Samaritans and Jews or Judean Jews. And here, too, Jesus directs the focus
of his answer to God himself by bringing God and Spirit into an inseparable connection: pneuma o theos "God is Spirit", which is why every worship of God is essentially
a worship en pneumati kai aletheia "in spirit and in truth".
In this way Jesus relativizes the significance of the conflict between Samaritans and
Jews about the right place of worship. But it is a relativization in the hora erchomene,
"the coming hour", which for Jesus, however, is already dawning in the nyn "now".
Nevertheless, it is important that this relativization does not imply for Jesus an anticipated abolition of all places of worship or the insignificance of the right place
of worship. Rather, he knows that his mission and his message are bound to the
God of Israel and to God's covenant with his people, from whose midst Jesus himself
emerged. Therefore, even in the horizon of the coming hour Jesus has to stick to the
confession: he soteria ek ton iodaion estin "salvation comes from the Jews", and in
Jerusalem is worshipped, ho oidamen "what we know".
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Significance of the Jewish tradition

Matthias Loerbroks

The woman at the well is a questioner. She is at the same time an understanding one.
And in the course of the conversation, it becomes clear how wise and understanding
she is, not least because she is fully aware of the significance of Judaism and respects
the importance of Jewish tradition although being a Samaritan.

Colossians 1,15-20: "All his fullness dwells in him"

For interwoven with the three topics of conversation, which ultimately ends in the
question of the salvation of the world, is the question of the person of Jesus and his
identity: tis estin ho legon soi "who it is that tells you" (v. 10) - a question that is answered at the end of the first section of the narrative: ego eimi ho lalon soi "it is I who
speak with you" (v. 26).

15 The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 16 For
in him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him and towards him. 17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together. 18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and
the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might be the first. 19
For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, 20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making
peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

The path of understanding that the woman takes to answer the question of Jesus’
identity is inseparably linked to the Jewish tradition, which she therefore evokes at
decisive points: sy iudaios on "you who are a Jew" (v. 9), prophetes ei sy "you are a
prophet" (v. 19), messias erchetai ho legomenos christos "the Messiah will come, that
is, the Anointed One". For herself, standing outside the Jewish people, or at least only
on its margins, the eschatological work of God through Jesus Christ becomes the
goal point of knowledge through which the Samaritans, we are told, come to trust or
believe (pisteuomen) and to listen to his word (akekoamen). Thus, the entire narrative
ends with a fourth being added to the three Jewish attributes: ho soter tou kosmou
"the saviour of the world".
On this path of understanding, "no statement ... overtakes the preceding one in
such a way that it would then become superfluous or even no longer applicable.
Only together do they describe the identity of Jesus: He is the prophet and Messiah
from Israel for the nations. In this story, it is not the Jews who are presented with the
Messiah, but the peoples with their Saviour, who is a Jew. It is about entering into
relationship with Israel's God. The Messiah Jesus helps the peoples to do this." (Klaus
Wengst, Das Johannesevangelium, Stuttgart 2nd edition 2004/2007, new edition
2019, p. 152)
Wolfgang Hüllstrung, Regional Pastor of the Evangelical Church in the Rhineland for
the area of theology and ecumenism and Regional Church Commissioner for Christian-Jewish Dialogue. Member of the board of the Conference of Regional Church
Working Groups on Christians and Jews.

The secret of the whole is in the very particular
or: He who reconciles Israel and the nations reconciles all things

This hymn, that is, praise and vision for the future, is concerned with the whole - and
the whole is held together (2:17), summed up and reconciled (2:20) in Jesus Christ,
in whom dwells the fullness of God (2:19). Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible
God (2,15): that for which all human beings, adam, are created and destined becomes recognisable in him. He is also the firstborn of all creation (2,15) - in biblical
language: the one who represents all creatures -, and also the firstborn resurrected
from the dead (2,18) – in this he also represents all. Thus he is not only the archetype,
the model of creation, but also its goal (2,16): that towards which history should and
will run.
The author takes up two themes of Jewish theology of his time and modulates them:
on the one hand, the indwelling, the Shechina. Already in the Bible it is said that
although all the heavens cannot contain God (1 Kings 8:27), his name - which characterises and contains him - dwells in a certain place in the midst of the earth (Deut
12:11; 14:23; 16:2, 6, 11; 26:2). In post-biblical Jewish, rabbinic thought, this idea morphs into the concept of the Shechina. As well as, the concept of the pre-existence of
the Torah: the Torah existed already before creation, and was the blueprint God consulted at creation - as it is said of wisdom in Proverbs 8:22-31; Chochma and Torah are
almost synonymous. The letter writer sees shechina and Torah embodied, personified in Jesus Christ. Similarly, in John 1:14: the Word (of God; the Torah) became flesh
and dwelt among us - the Greek eskenesen echoes the Hebrew schachan, shechina.
The hymn is framed by passages dealing with Jews and gentiles, Israel and the nations, which serves as its interpretive frame. The front frame is 1:12f: the Father has
enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light. Share and inheritance
is the language of the promise and gift of the land. Jesus' disciples from among the
nations become joint heirs along with the saints, meaning Israel, which is the light of
the nations (Is 49:6). Therefore, they have been “snatched from the reign of darkness
(Col 1:13). That this means an associated belonging to Israel is explained in 2,11-13:
after 2,9 once again spoke of the fullness of God dwelling in the Christ, it says there:
in him you were circumcised; you were buried with him in baptism and raised up -
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for you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you
alive together with him.
The back frame is 2:21f.: You were once alien and hostile, but now you have been
reconciled. The logic of the hymn and its interpretative frame is: whoever brings
about reconciliation between Israel and the nations - the basic biblical constellation of humanity – integrates everything into the whole: no longer Greek and Jew,
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all
and in all! (3:11).
This logic becomes even clearer when we look at the Letter to the Ephesians, which
is similar to the Letter to the Colossians in language and content. Here, too, we find a
hymn (Ch 1), which praises that Jesus Christ obtained and accomplished all things,
in heaven and on earth. And this is illustrated and proven by the fact that people
from the nations, who were once dead (2:1), alien and distant from the promises
of the covenant and citizenship of Israel, without God in the present world order
(2:12), are now no longer distant in Christ, but have drawn close: Fellow citizens of
the saints (=Israel) and household members of God (2:19) - the nations are fellow
heirs, fellow bodies, fellow partakers of the promise (3:6).
Psalm 19 is also a hymn, and in it the praise of creation is closely linked to the praise
of the Torah, the Word of God. The heavens recount the glory of God, the firmament
(the rakia of Genesis 1) proclaims the deed of his hands, it says at first - and this
speech happens without limit in time (day by day, night by night, v. 3) and space
Synagogue in Mannheim, Baden-Württemberg, built in 1987. Predecessor synagogues were
destroyed in the pogrom night of 1938. Photos: HGV/SchalomNet
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(the whole earth, v. 5). The keywords heaven, feasts and earth recall the creation
story, day and night too, but at the same time they recall the beatitude of those who
recite the Torah day and night (Psalm 1:2). But this proclamation is inaudible, without
articulation, without words (v. 4). But in verses 8-11 it becomes clear: this hidden,
inaudibly proclaimed language of creation is the Torah; the poet cannot find enough
synonyms to praise it. And while at the beginning there was general talk of the glory
of God, now the name becomes the key word: it is mentioned six times here and a
seventh time at the end (v. 15) as a form of address: my rock and my redeemer. The
Torah is needed to recognise that the Lord, the God of Israel, is God of the whole
world; it is also needed to recognise the world as the creation of this God. It is not
apparent - not in nature and certainly not in history.
In retrospect, it becomes clear why the sun is praised so extensively in verses 5-7
above all creatures: it serves as symbol for the Torah as the secret language of creation. It passes through the whole sky - and from the Torah, the Word of God, nothing
remains hidden (Heb 4:13). As the sun gives light, so the commandment of the Lord
enlightens the eyes (v. 9). Visually, the sun is also reminiscent of the gold with which
(v. 11) the Lord's laws are compared; the honey is also golden.
The biblical idea of reconciliation among the nations, of one humanity uniting and
unifying itself (Is 2; Mi 4) is that the nations will one day arrive at the end of their
wisdom and become willing to learn from the God of Israel. Thus Torah will go out
from Jerusalem into all the world. That the entire humanity will do this is a dream for
the future, but the disciples of Jesus, who exist amongst all peoples, can begin this
on behalf of their peoples, and have already done so. The various nationalisms that
so bloodily tear apart humanity should at least be healed among them, or at least be
relativised, by the Gospel which makes them associate members of Israel. They could
become interpreters and intermediaries between Israel and the nations, and ask in
Christ's stead: Let yourselves be reconciled with the God of Israel and with his people. The biblical difference between Israel and the peoples would not be dissolved
by this, but it would become fruitful: a blessing for all peoples.
Reconciliation and peace in the world of nations have been goals of the ecumenical
movement since its beginnings. But so far we have achieved little. Perhaps this is due
to the fact that we have paid too little attention to the basic biblical constellation of
Israel and the nations and have therefore attached too little importance to reconciliation between Israel and the nations in Christ: as the core and basis for peace and
reconciliation between the nations as well. But this can be changed, and it is time to
change this and therefore to consider the relationship between Christians and Jews
as the decisive ecumenical question and to work on it together with Jews.
Dr. Matthias Loerbroks, retired pastor, member of the regional church working group
Christians and Jews of the Protestant Church
Berlin-Brandenburg-schlesische Oberlausitz.
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Luke 10, 25 - 37: "The Good Samaritan"
Who is my neighbour?
God's love moves the world, it is globally directed towards the whole of creation. In
the story of creation, it is said of the human being: he/she is created in God's image;
he/she therefore has a share in this process of God's love, a share in the fact that it
moves the world, penetrates it, so that this earth becomes a place where people can
dwell and live without being threatened or driven away.
To the question: What is the actual and special thing about the Christian faith, many
will answer: "love of neighbour". But who knows that Jesus is quoting verses from the
Old Testament with this commandment?
What love of neighbour and love of God mean, Jesus unfolds on the basis of an example in a story, which is rather typically "Jewish". Instead of dogmatic sentences, he
tells a story and asks questions about doing the right thing. To whom does love of
neighbour apply? Only to the one with whom I live? Who is my neighbour?
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A dialogue between a scribe and Jesus is the starting point of the story. In Christian
exegesis and reception history, this dialogue is often referred to as a dispute. But
disputes over the right interpretation of Scripture are part of the daily routine in the
Gospels, because it is part of the Jewish tradition to refine one's own opinion in debate with other positions and teachings, usually face to face with their representatives. In this way, Jesus also develops his teaching again and again in disputes, in
dialogue, in concrete encounters with people. The content of the discussions is the
correct interpretation of the Torah, the five books of Moses, for the here and now.
Jesus connects the commandment to love one's neighbour from Leviticus 19 with
the original confession of Israel: the Shema Israel from Deuteronomium 6. The verb
"to love" forms the bracket between the two biblical quotations. Love of God and
love of neighbour belong together. kelal gadol, great rule, was the name given to
such a superior commandment. With the abundance of commandments, the search
for a guiding principle, for the core message of the entire commandments, was a
common rabbinic discussion. The double commandment of love is also found in
Rabbi Akiva, an important teacher of rabbinic Judaism who lived from 50-135 C.E.

The parable of the Good Samaritan, certainly one of the best known in Christian
tradition, not only trains us to look and see, but even more so, to sympathise with
the beaten and downtrodden as the starting point and prerequisite for doing the
right thing.

The lawyer seems to belong to this tradition and in conversation with Jesus names
the double commandment of love as the greatest commandment. That could have
been the end of the conversation, but he goes on to ask: "Who is my neighbour?" He
asks about the concreteness of the action. He wants to justify himself, that is, to have
clarity for what he should do.

The initial question: Who is my neighbour? - Luke 10, 2-29

The case study: The Good Samaritan -Luke 10:30-35

25 And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying,

30 Jesus replied,

Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?

A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho,

26 He said to him,

and he fell among robbers, who stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving
him half dead.

What is written in the Law? How do you read it?
27 And he answered,
You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your
mind,

31 Now by chance a priest was going down that road,
and when he saw him he passed by on the other side.
32 So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place
and saw him, passed by on the other side.

and your neighbour as yourself.

33 But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was,

28 And he said to him, You have answered correctly;

and when he saw him, he had compassion.

do this, and you will live.

34 He went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine.

29 But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus,

Then he set him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took care of him.

And who is my neighbour?

35 And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, saying,
Take care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back.
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A "human being" (not a man) is generally called the victim of the robbers. The persons who then follow in this story are designated more precisely, their function or
origin, which will be important for the course of the narrative, is named: the robbers,
the priest, the Levite, the Samaritan.

It is also said of the priest, as of the victim, that he moves from Jerusalem to Jericho.
The temple service must therefore be behind him. The Levite does the same, the text
says in summary. It is expressly noted of both: "when he saw him, he passed by". The
passing by is in consequence the same as the going away of the robbers.

We might have expected the victim, if he comes from Jerusalem, to be a Jew. This is
not crucial to the story; the victim is a human being in need of help. That is important. That is why not "man" but, "human being" should be the translation.

Most Christian interpreters of the parable think that the reason why the two did not
bother with the victim was because of the cultic regulations of the temple service,
which forbid the priest from dealing with a dead person if he then wants to perform
the temple service. But it is not as some Christian exegetes suggest that this prohibition prevents the priest from turning to the victim. Fundamentally, the saving of
human life is paramount above all cultic regulations. There is no "Jewish legalism"
that forbids helping one's neighbour. Clearly, the text says: the victim is not dead. So
they could not have defiled themselves. Besides the concern for defilement, fear for
their own lives may also have played a role for priest and Levite. Who knows where
the robbers are? It could also happen to them. The way from Jerusalem to Jericho
was very dangerous. Turning towards the victim means taking sides.

In the clever linking of the 1st and 2nd parts by the question: "Who is my neighbour?"
and the general description of the victim with "a man", Jesus is in direct proximity to
a rabbinical discussion: man as the image of God - love of neighbour applies to him
without distinction. But for all the discussion about the interpretation of Scripture,
he is concerned with an act! - an act that saves lives.
"A man comes down from Jerusalem." Jesus is telling in Jewish tradition. From Jerusalem, where the temple, the place of the divine presence, stands, can only be drawn
down; or the other way round: to Jerusalem can only be drawn up (cf. Lk 18:31).
This may also be due to the geographical conditions: Jerusalem lies very high and
Jericho in a valley - both cities are not far apart. In the Bible, geographical statements
always have a theological meaning. Jerusalem is the city of God. Going up (Hebrew:
alah) has become a synonym for liberation, along with the verb to go out (Hebrew:
jatsa). When the people of Israel went out of Egypt, they went up to Canaan to settle
in the land. Going up to Jerusalem, to Zion, is connected with the Exodus, with God's
presence. And God's presence means liberation.
So Jesus too - and with him the band of disciples - goes up to Jerusalem. The resurrection from the dead has its place in Jerusalem, and from there the disciples will
go down to proclaim the message of Jesus to all nations, from Samaria and Galilee
to Rome. Luke will then relate this in the Acts of the Apostles. Jesus' movement is
directed towards Jerusalem and Jesus knows that death awaits him there. Jesus' resurrection from the dead in Jerusalem is then the starting point of a new movement:
the disciples go down from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth.
What the robbers (Greek: zelotoi) do to their victim is described in great detail: they
strip him, take everything away from him, beat him, leave him half-dead and go
away. This walking away will play a role in the further course of the story with the
characters who then appear. Will they also leave?
The following people are clearly assigned by Luke: It is no longer about a person
in general, now their profession, their origin is important. The priest and the Levite
appear in the order in which they perform their service in the temple. There was
enmity between the priestly nobility, i.e. the rich priestly families in Jerusalem, and
the Zealots. The priestly nobility was regarded as exploiters of the people and friends
of the Romans. The Zealots were opponents of the Romans and rebels against the
occupying power.

The Samaritan who now appears shows what the other two lack: the prerequisite
for fulfilling the double commandment of love: "when he (the Samaritan) saw, he
had compassion, and he went..." In the case of the Samaritan, compassion immediately follows seeing. The priest and the Levite also see the victim, but seeing triggers
nothing in them; they pass by. No mercy! The Greek word for "have mercy" means
something like: it strikes the bowels, the stomach turns. So it is a process where the
body dictates to the soul and the mind what to do.
Luke uses the Greek verb for "have mercy" very sparingly. It only occurs in two other
places in his Gospel: In the account of the raising of the dead young man at Nain,
Jesus shows mercy at the sight of the weeping mother (Lk 7:13). And: The father sees
his lost son coming home from afar and has mercy on him (Lk 15:20). Luke uses it as
a noun in Zechariah's hymn of praise (Lk 1:78), where he sings of "the compassionate
mercy of God".
Mercy is part of loving one's neighbour. This inner process results in neighbourly
love. Charity is concretised in active care for the beaten and afflicted. In our story, it is
done by one who, in the eyes of the leading religious circles in Jerusalem, is counted
among those who do not belong: a Samaritan.

The Answer: The Doing of Mercy - Luke 10:36,37
36 Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbour to the man who fell
among the robbers?
37 He said, The one who showed him mercy.
And Jesus said to him, You go, and do likewise.
The question of the lawyer: Who is my neighbour? contains a subliminal distinction
that cannot exist in charity. The human being, who has been beaten and robbed
and needs help, cannot be truly human without the other, this is the counterpart of
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neighbourly love. Charity therefore means assistance, solidarity of the one who has
the strength to help with those who require help in order to escape need and threat.

bour. Then in the middle of chapter 19 in verse 18 it says, "You shall love your neighbour as yourself; I am the LORD."

The commandment to love one's neighbour is above all other commandments, including the purity regulations. It applies to every person who needs help and assistance. No one who is down, injured, persecuted or threatened can be asked beforehand: Who are you? Let me see your identity card, your visa for entry, whether you
are worthy of my attention. He/she needs help - immediately. Mercy, this process
from innermost emotion, is the basic prerequisite for practising charity.

The Greek alone has three words for what we translate in German as love:

Neither the priest nor the Levite, i.e. none of the leaders in the religious hierarchy,
does what is to be done before God, but only one who is almost no longer counted
by them as part of the people of Israel: a Samaritan. Love of neighbour is thus also
love of enemy. The outcast is held up as an example for religious leadership.

In the double commandment of love, as quoted in the Gospels, it says agapan, to
turn to someone, to stand by. Solidarity is probably the best way to express it.

What a challenge also for the churches and Christians today. What do we do for those
who are stranded at the borders of Europe as displaced persons and refugees? Do
we actually see the one lying at the doors of Europe, our distant neighbour? Do we
see those who need our help to stay alive on this earth? Or do we pass them by, look,
only to look away again like the priest and the Levite?
Shalom Ben-Chorin, a Jewish scholar, writes about this parable: "...The person farthest from me, who does not belong to my people, not to my religion, not to my
linguistic circle, can be my neighbour in a certain situation, namely when he needs
me.... But love of neighbour does not mean "be embraced, millions", which encompasses humanity in a general and therefore non-binding way. What is meant in each
case is the concrete person in the particular situation that is given to me to cope
with. That is why Jesus answers the question of the scribe, "Who then is my neighbour?" with this parable and ends it not with the solution to the question, but with
an imperative directed towards action." (Shalom Ben-Chorin, Bruder Jesus, p.88f.)

The word eran, from which comes eros, eroticism and means to fall in love, to desire
fiercely.
Then the word philein, to turn to someone in friendship, it can also mean kissing;
from it come all the words with phil: philosophy, philanthropist, philosemite etc.

This love of neighbour lived in solidarity, as the Parable of the Good Samaritan
makes clear, applies to everyone without distinction. The neighbour is not the next
best thing, but the one who needs help, who is pressed or oppressed. The translation
in German with "Nächste" or in English with "neighbour" can be misleading because
it could only be understood spatially in the sense of proximity. It is not just about
the neighbour or those who are close to me anyway, who live near me. It is about
the one or ones who cannot be truly human without help, without assistance, who
are left beaten or robbed on the margins, like the man who went from Jerusalem to
Jericho.
In the Bible, love of neighbour is linked to love of God. God repeatedly points man to
his neighbour in his commandments, and Jesus exemplifies this.
The Jewish religious philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas, who placed "the other" at the
centre of his thinking and ethics, understands the sentence from the 3rd Book of
Moses as follows: "Love your neighbour; all this is yourself; this work is yourself; this
love is yourself." And he goes on to say, "The Bible, that is the priority of the Other in
relation to me. And in the Other I always see the widow and the orphan. Always the
others come first."

Some further explanations
The double commandment of love: love of neighbour and love of God

Man before God - Am I my brother's keeper?

It was a common rabbinic discussion to look for a core statement among the multitude of commandments. Kelal gadol, great rule, was called such a superior commandment. It was itself composed of biblical quotations.

Biblical teaching assumes that man is made in the image of God. This is stated right
"In the beginning" in the creation story.

Jesus also stands in this Jewish tradition. He connects the commandment to love
one's neighbour (Lev 19:18) with the original confession of Israel: the Shema Israel
(Deut 6:4f.). The verb "to love" forms the parenthesis between the two biblical quotations. Love of God and love of neighbour belong together. The commandment to
love one's neighbour is shared by Jews and Christians. They refer to the same scripture, Jews call it Torah, Christians only much later after Jesus' death Old Testament.

in the image of God he created him,

In the middle of the Book of Leviticus (Leviticus 19) there is a whole chapter in which
the people of Israel are given very practical instructions on how to treat their neigh-

"God created man in his own image,
male, female he created them.” (Gen 1:27)
Man, Hebrew: adam, is a social being, dependent on the help and the counterpart
of the other:
"It is not good that man should be alone;
I will make him a help - towards him". (Gen 2:18)
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What is said here in chapter 2 about man and woman is basically an example of human relationships in general. Man before God is created in God's image and as a help
to his neighbour. Only in this way can he/she be truly human.
In the following stories in the 3rd and 4th chapters of Genesis, it is made clear what
prevents people from being partners and helpers to each other. Envy, jealousy, desire come into play.
Cain murders his brother Abel. Social reality breaks in. To God's question, "Cain,
where is your brother?" he responds with a counter question, "Am I my brother's
keeper?" God makes it clear to Cain: your neighbour is your business. You can only
be truly human if you see your fellow human being as a brother, as a sister, if you
look out for them.
In the Bible, God remains the one who always points people to this bond with one
another.
The human being as a help to the other - that is the biblical teaching of the human
being, which Jesus adheres to. In his example narrative, Jesus is concerned with the
human being as a partner of God, as he was created at the beginning of God's history with his people Israel as adam (which means human being and not man!).
A "human being", and not just a man, falls among the robbers in the story of the
"Good Samaritan". Perhaps Luke deliberately chose the word "man" here to refer to
the victim in order to refer to a rabbinical dispute. There was a debate among the
rabbis as to which was more comprehensive: the image of God or the commandment to love one's neighbour.
Bereshit Rabbah, a rabbinic commentary on the Book of Genesis, states:
Ben Asai, a Jewish scholar from the 2nd century AD says: "This is the book of the
descendants of Adam" (Gen 5:1) - (this is) a major rule in the Torah.
R. Akiva says, "You shall love your neighbour as yourself" (Lev 19:18) - (this is) a more
comprehensive principal rule than that; (for it has the meaning) that you do not say:
Because I am despised, (also) my fellow shall be despised."
Tanchuma, a Palestinian scholar of the 4th century AD, says: "If you act thus, be clear
whom you despise - "in the likeness of God he made him".
(Quoted from Pierre Lenhardt and Peter von der Osten-Sacken, Rabbi Akiva. p.175)

Jerusalem and Jericho
Jerusalem was the centre of intellectual, cultural and economic life in Judea in the
1st century C.E. until the Jewish War (66-70 C.E.). Herod the Great had developed
Jerusalem into a magnificent metropolis. It was the most populous city in Judea,
which was not exactly sparsely populated in other respects either. The Temple stood
in this city. Jews from Judea, Galilee and the Jewish Diaspora went on pilgrimages
and "went up" to the great festivals in the City of God.
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The great schools of learning were located there. Doctrinal questions were negotiated in Jerusalem. The Sanhedrin, the High Council, also sat here. The temple tax
was collected and administered in the temple. Money transactions made this place
a kind of bank. The economic activity that had been started by Herod the Great, the
construction work in the city and on the Temple had attracted many craftsmen and
merchants as well as an army of workers.
The Roman governors also visited the city again and again to demonstrate their
power, as we know from Pontius Pilate. Greeks close to Judaism, as the Gospels tell
us (cf. e.g. John 12:20), also came to Jerusalem. So there was a lot of movement on
the way to and from Jerusalem.
Next to Jerusalem, Jericho was the second prosperous and economic centre of Judea located northeast of Jerusalem in the Jordan Valley, a fertile plain. In between lay
desert and a mountain range. The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was a dangerous
one. The land roads in Judea became increasingly unsafe until the escalation in the
Jewish War. The economic boom of Judea and Jerusalem had served only a few and
erupted in violent conflicts among themselves and against the Roman occupiers.
In the period leading up to the Jewish War (66-70 C.E.), there was increasing social
tension and unrest among the population of Judea due to worsening contrasts between rich and poor. Social criticism can be found especially in the Gospel of Luke,
which places special emphasis on the poor.
The Greek word for robbers, "zelotoi", used in Luke's story of the Good Samaritan,
stands as a designation for a group within Judaism from this troubled time. The Zealots took violent action against the Roman occupation. They were zealots for God
and opponents of Rome. For some they were freedom fighters, for others terrorists.

The Samaritans
The history of the Samaritans goes back to the time when the tribal area of Israel
was divided into the northern and southern kingdoms. Their name is derived from
the city of Samaria. Already under King Ahab (1 Kings 21), the Northern Kingdom
was also commonly called Samaria. After the destruction of the Northern Kingdom
(722 B.C.) by the Assyrians, the upper class was deported and replaced by colonists
from all parts of the Assyrian Empire (2 Kings 17:23ff.). They were a religiously and
ethnically motley bunch united only by loyalty and dependence on the Assyrian Empire. In the Talmud they are also called Cutaeans because of their origin from the
Babylonian city of Kuta. This foreign upper class was contrasted with the remaining
Jewish peasantry.
When lions invaded the land and killed the new settlers, they called on the Assyrians
to send them Israelite priests to appease the god of the land. The priests who now
came belonged to the upper class who had been deported before. These were to
instruct the Cutaeans in the customs of the god of the land so that he would be
appeased and the threat of the lions would end.
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Through the Israelite priests, the newcomers to the land learned to "fear the LORD"
and were instructed in the commandments of the LORD, they learned the Torah. Later, the settlers from Assyria were repeatedly accused of worshipping other gods as
well. For the Samaritans, only the Torah was their "scripture". Prophets and scriptures
were not part of their canon.

For the Roman occupying power, the Samaritans, like the Christians later, were only
one of many Jewish sects. They too fell victim to Roman punitive expeditions. Pilate,
for example, was replaced because he had caused a bloodbath among the Samaritans. In the Jewish war, the Samaritans sided with the rebels and, like the Jews, suffered great casualties.

The old antagonism between Judah and Samaria broke out again after the decree
of Cyrus (538 B.C.), which allowed the building of the Temple in Jerusalem after its
destruction (586 B.C.). Syncretism was the accusation made against the Samaritans
by those who had returned from Babylon under Ezra and Nehemiah. Syncretism was
not only a cultic problem in Israel, but also a political one. Those who worship other
gods also serve other masters. The Samaritans were excluded from the building of
the temple in Jerusalem (Ezra 4). When, under Nehemiah, the political separation
from Samaria also took place, both areas developed independently of each other.

Jesus' position towards the Samaritans is not uniform. When he sets out from Galilee
to Jerusalem, he has to pass through Samaria. Samaria lies like a wedge between
Galilee and Judah. The Samaritans reject his march to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51-55). But
Jesus does not reject them because of this. Testimony to this is the parable of the
Good Samaritan in Lk 10 and Jesus' encounter and conversation with the Samaritan
woman at the well in John 4.
Anke Wolff-Steger, retired pastor, Kiel, member of the
Middle East Committee of the North Church.

Around 300 B.C., the Samaritans built their own sanctuary on Mount Gerizim, on the
site where Beth-El was once supposed to have stood and where Jacob dreamed the
dream of the stairway to heaven. This temple was destroyed by the Hasmoneans in
128 B.C., but the Samaritans still exist in Israel today.
The position towards the Samaritans within Judaism was not uniform. The fact that
the Jews regulated the relationship to the Samaritans in the Talmud with a separate
section shows that they were aware of their closeness to each other and their partly
similar origins. They share the worship of the one God and the Torah, the five books
of Moses. While rejecting communion with them in many ways, they are nevertheless recognised in their majority as coming from Israel.

Synagogue in Worms, Rhineland-Palatinate, built in the 11th century. The original building, destroyed between 1938 and 1942, was
one of the oldest synagogues in Germany. Rebuilt in 1958 in the old
forms. Photo: HGV/SchalomNet

Synagogue in Worms.
Photo: HGV/SchalomNet
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John 9:1-12: "Healing of the man born blind" "Act while it is day"
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(According to Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 101a; Petuchowski, Jakob J., Ferner
lehrten unsere Meister - Neue rabbinische Schriften, Freiburg 1980, p.32)

The love of Christ - passion for (the whole) life

For Akiba, it would be rather unnatural if there were any human being, even the
most pious, who did not incur any sin. And Rabbi Eliezer has to realise that even the
most intensive Torah study does not save one from sinful living and thus from illness.

The Evangelist John tells a healing story. Someone who has always been blind, already born blind, is healed here. I see in this Jesus' turning to the sick and disabled, his
love for people, his passion to alleviate suffering.

Antoninus asked the patriarch Rabbi Judah:

I also feel that the question does not let go of me: How do I actually deal with
illnesses and disabilities that have determined a life since birth, that make it ill? The
word almost comes to my lips: blamelessly ill. I cannot really identify a cause, a reason for such a fate. Why does God allow this to happen? Or is there some reason for
the illness after all?
That is why the disciples' questions lead me down a rather difficult path. The question is whether illness can be the result of sin, a sin that is not defined, that may even
predate one's birth. Perhaps parents who have a sick child ask themselves this very
question: what have we done wrong, what are we being punished for?

"But Rabbi Akiba laughed"
The Talmud also asks this question. It can see illness as punishment and sin as the
cause of illness:
Rabbah bar Bar Chanah taught:
When Rabbi Eliezer fell ill, his disciples came to visit him.
He said to them, "God must be very angry with me."

The Talmud also addresses the disciples' specific question of at what point a person
can become sinful at all:
"When does the evil instinct begin to dominate man? When the embryo is formed,
or only at the moment of birth?"
He replied:
"When the embryo is formed."
Antoninus objected:
"If this were so, the embryo would already be unruly in the womb and leave him.
You must therefore say that the evil instinct does not come to dominion until birth."
Rabbi Judah then said:
"This is what Antoninus taught me. In fact, his opinion is supported by the Scriptures,
for it says (Gen 4:7), 'Before the entrance sin encampeth.'
(According to Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 91b; Petuchowski, Jakob J., Ferner lehrten unsere Meister - Neue rabbinische Schriften, Freiburg 1980, p.68).
For the Talmud, then, there is indeed an answer: only from the moment of birth, the
entrance into life, can one speak of sin in a human being at all.
So the Talmud would certainly have given the disciples an answer.

Then they all wept, but Rabbi Akiba laughed.

A right question at the wrong time

"Why are you laughing?" they asked him.

Jesus, however, does not give his disciples an answer to this question. He answers
the question of who has sinned quite simply: No one has sinned. However, no one is
absolved of sins here either. Jesus simply makes it clear that this is the wrong question at this moment.

"And why are you weeping?" he asked them.
They replied, "Should 'the Torah scroll' (as they called Rabbi Eliezer) lie here in pain
and we not cry?"
Then Rabbi Akiba replied:
"That is precisely why I am laughing. As long as I saw that the Master's wine never
turned sour, that his flax was never destroyed, his oil never rotted, and his honey never went rancid, I thought to myself that, God forbid! he had already received all his
reward in this world. But now that I see him lying in pain, I am glad because I know
that his reward awaits him in the world to come."
Now Rabbi Eliezer asked him:
"Akiba, have I neglected any part of the whole Torah?"
Akiba replied, "Master, you yourself taught us the Bible verse, 'For among men there
is none approved who does good and never sins' (Ecclesiastes Solomon 7:20)."

When Jesus heals the blind man here, strictly speaking, it is not about the blind man
at all. It is about the fulfilment of the Old Testament announcement for the messianic times. The prophecy of the future salvation (Is 35) includes the prophecy that
the desert will flourish (v. 1), weary hands will be strengthened and wavering knees
will be made firm (v. 3). Finally, Isaiah 35:5f. says: "Then the eyes of the blind will
be opened and the ears of the deaf will be unstopped. Then the lame will leap like
a deer, and the tongue of the dumb will rejoice." The disciples' original question is
irrelevant to Jesus at this point. It is really about recognising the signs of the times
(cf. also Isa 29:17-19).

Blind are always the others
Unfortunately, the history of the Church takes a different path. Again and again - beginning already in the New Testament - the Church recognises the blindness of the
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others, the Jews. The covering over Moses' head, with which Moses protects the people from the destructive proximity of divine splendour (Ex 34:33f.), already becomes
with Paul the blindness of the people of Israel, who do not recognise their Redeemer
(2 Cor 3:12-16). This has burned itself into the imagery of the Church. Ecclesia and
synagogue figures can be found on the cathedrals of Freiburg and Strasbourg. The
Synagoga is always depicted as a blindfolded woman. At Worms Cathedral, too,
there is a blindfolded synagogue figure on the south portal, the main portal of the
cathedral. What a terrible impact these depictions have had. They want to express
the supersession of Judaism by Christianity. And this continues to have an effect to
this day.

Breaking through the darkness
In John's Gospel, however, "the works of God shall be made manifest in the blind
man" (John 9:3). Therefore, no precondition for healing is demanded of this blind
man. He does not have to testify to his faith in order to be healed. The blind man's
attainment of sight is an image of the light that has come into the world through
Jesus. He calls himself the "light of the world" in John's Gospel 9:5.
However, this self-designation of Jesus differs from similar statements. While otherwise his self-designation "I am the light of the world" (John 8:12) is not restricted,
here he limits his task as "light of the world" to his earthly existence. He knows earthly times in which he can act and times in which he cannot act: "We must work the
works of him who sent me while it is day." (John 9:4). So there is also a night when
the messenger of God cannot act. And this night has all too often in the course of
history proceeded from an irreconcilable Christian hostility towards the Jews. Jews
experienced this night in allegations of ritual murder, in accusations of poisoning
wells, in persecutions during the time of the Crusaders. Jews experienced this night
in the so-called "Third Reich" in the concentration camps where the light blazed
from the flames of the incinerators. To proclaim Jesus as the light of the world is to
break through this night of Christian hostility towards the Jews.

An unspectacular healing with a great message
The story of the healing of the blind can remind us that Jesus means all blindness
that brings darkness and night into our world. The healing story is told without giving it any particular religious significance. Not even a hefata, "open up" is said. A
paste of saliva and earth is put on the blind man's eye, then he is told to go to the
pool of Siloa, wash it all off. And he comes back seeing. All this is told very soberly,
even though John explicitly translates the name of the pool. The Hebrew name of
the pool Shiloah means "sent". Superficially, this is probably a reference to the sending of the blind man to the pool. Ultimately, however, the interpretation of the name
probably refers to Jesus himself as the messenger of God.

Doubt, mistrust and suspicion
What then follows is a common theme throughout the rest of the chapter. In all the
questions and answers of the bystanders and the religious representatives, suspicion
resonates. Isn't that our neighbour, didn't he beg yesterday? Who healed you? And

33
even to this the healed man gives an extremely sober answer: "The man called Jesus"
(John 9:11). His words almost sound uninterested.
And the question "Where is he?" has a threatening ring that intensifies in the further
course of the chapter. It is now abruptly explained that it was Shabbat on that day.
Is it allowed to heal on Shabbat? This is subliminally denied in the text. In Jewish tradition, however, danger to life overrides every commandment. It is a question of the
interpretation of health and illness, what is meant by danger to life (cf. Babylonian
Talmud, Shabbat 132a).
The Pharisees of John's Gospel, however, clearly declare that such healing is not permitted. And if that is not enough: perhaps, they say, the whole thing is a fraud and
the supposedly blind man was never really blind. The evangelist sets up a threatening scene: The parents, afraid of the Pharisees, do not want to admit that their child
has been healed. They refer the questioners to their child.

Actually - all expect the redemption of the world
The chapter ends with a confession that was already foreshadowed in the healing
story at the beginning: Jesus is confessed and identified as the Son of Man.
John 9 reflects the basic problem of John's Gospel, namely the tension between the
Jewish Christian community and the synagogue community. That this is actually a
discussion between two groups who believe in the same God but interpret the signs
of the times differently is made clear by what is said about the healing of the blind:
Both sides expect, according to the biblical message, that God will one day redeem
the world.
The history of the impact of this and other texts, however, unfortunately also provided the sediment for anti-Judaism and ultimately anti-Semitism up to our present
day. Jesus' passion for the whole of life, on the other hand, refers to all people and
forbids such scenarios of enmity.
Dr. h.c. Ulrich Schwemer, retired pastor, until 2009 parish pastor in
Heppenheim/Bergstrasse, member of
ImDialog - Protestant Study Group for Christian-Jewish Dialogue in Hesse and Nassau.
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Mt 15, 21-28: "The Syro-Phoenician woman"
The Love of Christ - Transforming Discipleship
21 And Jesus went away from there and escaped into the region of Tyre and Sidon.
22 And behold, a Canaanite woman came out of that region, crying out, "Oh Lord,
Son of David, have mercy on me! My daughter is afflicted with an evil spirit. 23 But
he did not answer her a word. Then his disciples came to him, and besought him,
saying: Let her go, for she cries out after us. 24 But he answered and said: I am sent
only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. 25 And she came and fell down before
him, and said, Lord, help me. 26 But he answered and said, It is not right for a man to
take the children's bread, and to cast it to the dogs. 27 And she said, Yea, Lord; but yet
the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their masters' table. 28 Jesus answered
and said unto her, Woman, thy faith is great. Let it be done to you as you wish! And
her daughter was healed in that same hour.

On the way in conversation
Jesus is on the way with his disciples, they are - in the context of the pericope - immersed in discussions about questions of Jewish rules of purity and eating. As in
the parallel pericope in Mk 7:24-30, the discussion is about what is "actually" inside,
about what comes from the heart and makes the Jewish person unclean - keywords
such as "evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness and blasphemy" fall.

On the border
In this situation Jesus is confronted with a woman who asks for his help (his mercy)
because her daughter is being "plagued" by an "evil spirit". The fact that it is a woman
from the ranks of the Canaanites (in Mark's pericope it is a Greek woman from Syro-Phoenicia) and not from his own Jewish people means that Jesus does not seem
to respond to her request at first. Whether she comes from Canaan or Syro-Phoenicia is in principle irrelevant - what is decisive here is that the woman comes from
an ethnic group that does not belong to Israel, but nevertheless has at least a geographical-cultural proximity. She is therefore described in the literature as a "prototype of paganism", i.e. located on the border to Israel. In this respect, she can also
be compared with non-Jews from other biblical writings, such as the Moabite Ruth,
the Ammonite Achior or the craftsmen from the Phoenician cities of Sidon and Tyre
mentioned in 1 Kings 5:1-12. It remains unclear, however, whether the woman already belongs to those who have converted to faith in the Jewish G’d. In any case, the
salutation "Lord, Son of David" testifies to knowledge of the Jewish religion; with this
salutation she addresses the Messiah of the Jewish people. Whether it remains an
inner rapprochement or also leads to an outer conversion remains open.

Legitimate concerns
The conversation is already opened with the address to Jesus, listeners resp. readers
expect the continuation. Jesus' non-answer implies a reaction of demarcation, which
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only becomes explicit in the course of further developments of the communication.
The disciples accompanying Jesus, at any rate, have dealt with the request presented: they take it up - and at the same time try to protect Jesus in the isolation or
refuge he has chosen (in the region of Tyre): this becomes clear from the Greek term
apoluson chosen here, which on the one hand can be translated as "free her", but on
the other hand also means: "let her go" with the explanatory postscript: "for she cries
out after us". So it is a paradox: in the eyes of the disciples, the woman has a justified
concern for her daughter - and at the same time they also understand that Jesus has
withdrawn into an hiding place abroad for good reasons and does not want to be
disturbed.
Jesus and his group are here in a "border area", both geographically and figuratively.
Tyre and Sidon are related in the Old Testament resp. Tanach to words of judgement
(Is 23:8f.: "Who hath decreed these things against Tyre, which crowned others, whose
merchants were princes, and whose traders were the most glorious in the earth? The
Lord of hosts has decreed it so, that he might humble the splendour of the proud city
and make contemptible all the glorious of the earth"; cf. Ezek 26ff.; Joel 4:4-8; Zech
9:2-4): the tenor there is that the judgement on the nations (as on Tyre and Sidon)
at the same time means salvation for Israel. In any case, borders have already been
crossed, which means a risk. For her part, the woman has also crossed a boundary
and formulated a request to someone who does not come from her usual field of
communication. Both are moving beyond their field.
According to Matthew's version, Jesus justifies his rejection or demarcation by referring to the fact that he does not belong to the "house of Israel" and refers to his mission given by G’d: "I am sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel". This is his perspective and task: to work within the people of Israel. According to Mark's version,
the next step that the woman confidently takes is without this previous statement,
but with the same vehemence: she approaches, throws herself down at his feet and
signals: I remain in contact here and expect a reaction, an answer.

It is said to you, man...
This answer of Jesus is clear: Again, the distance or border between the groups of
people (children = children of Israel; dogs = people from Canaan/Syrophoenicia)
is emphasised - but at the same time the individual space of encounter is opened.
In the again self-conscious answer, the distance between Israel and the non-Israeli
neighbours that exists "under international law" remains undisputed. The claim or
the necessity for an exchange, for a conversation - and above all the recognition of
the justified concern of the other, however, also remains. Jesus' answer confirms exactly this: He is the servant of the Jews according to the biblical promises, all others
come afterwards. The competition between Jews on the one hand and Gentiles
on the other is a fact. In the Hebrew Bible, Israel and Canaan are competitors for
the land. So the point here is that the salvation of the Gentiles can never be at the
expense of Israel - while the fullness of salvation saturates Israel and, moreover, is
also sufficient for the Gentiles without Israel having to do without. Israel remains
the mediator of God's salvific action, as Paul pointedly expressed to the church of
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the Galatians: "But if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's descendants and
heirs according to the promise" (Gal 3:29) - but not in the sense of separation from
God's people Israel, but in the sense of connection. Salvation comes to the Gentiles
only through Israel - this insight is put into the mouth of the Canaanite/Syrophonite
and praised by Jesus as "great faith" - in the sense of Micah 6:8: "It is said to you, man,
what is good, and what the Lord does require of you: to do nothing but right, to love
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God."

Synagogue in Heidelberg, Baden-Württemberg, built in 1994. The predecessor synagogue was destroyed and burnt down during the pogrom night in 1938. Photos: HGV/SchalomNet
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Mt 15, 21-28 at a glance
Context: Jesus, a Jew, is travelling with his disciples, they are engrossed in discussions
about questions of Jewish rules of purity and eating. As in the parallel pericope in Mk
7,24-30, it is about what is „actually“ inside, about what comes from the heart and makes
the Jewish person unclean, such as „evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication, theft,
false witness or blasphemy“.

That there is a woman
from the ranks
of the Canaanites
(in the Mark-pericope it is
a Greek woman from
Syro-Phoenicia)
and not from the
own Jewish people, causes
that Jesus responds to her
request at first apparently
by not answering her request at all.
Is she a „prototype
of paganism“?
Convert inwardly or outwardly? She knows the Jewish Messianic
title!

21 And Jesus went away from
there and escaped into the region
of Tyre and Sidon. 22 And behold,
a Canaanite woman came out of
that region, crying out, „Oh Lord,
Son of David, have mercy on me!
My daughter is afflicted with an
evil spirit. 23 But he did not answer
her a word. Then his disciples came
to him, and besought him, saying:
Let her go, for she cries out after us.
24 But he answered and said: I am
sent only to the lost sheep of the
house of Israel. 25 And she came
and fell down before him, and said,
Lord, help me. 26 But he answered
and said, It is not right for a man
to take the children‘s bread, and to
cast it to the dogs. 27 And she said,
Yea, Lord; but yet the dogs eat of
the crumbs which fall from their
masters‘ table. 28 Jesus answered
and said unto her, Woman, thy faith is great. Let it be done to you as
you wish! And her daughter was
healed in that same hour.

Jesus is in the „escape
room“ of all places
in Tyre: symbol
of decadence and
sin, handed over
to the judgement of
G‘d - which also means
salvation for Israel.
Jesus and the woman
move in the
„borderland“.
In the Hebrew Bible
Caanan and
Israel are competitors
for the land.
Pointe: The salvation
of the Gentiles is never
at the expense of Israel: the fullness of salvation for G‘d‘s people
remains!

According to Matthew‘s version, Jesus justifies his rejection or demarcation by referring
to the fact that he does not belong to the „house of Israel“ and thereby invokes his mission given by G‘d: „I am sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel“. This is his perspective
and task: to work within the people of Israel. According to Mark‘s version, the next step
that the woman confidently takes is without this previous statement, but with the same
vehemence: she approaches, throws herself down at his feet and signals: I remain here in
contact and expect a reaction, an answer.
In the again self-conscious response, the distance between Israel and its non-Israeli
neighbours that exists „under international law“ remains undisputed. The claim or the
necessity for an exchange, for a conversation - and above all the recognition of the justified concern of the other, however, also remains. Jesus‘ reaction confirms exactly this: he
is the servant of the Jews according to the biblical promises, all others come afterwards.

DDr. Peter Noss, pastor and consultant for Interreligious Dialogue Judaism/Middle East
in the Centre for Ecumenism of the Hessian Protestant Regional Churches.
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Mt 20:20-28:
"The question of the mother of the Zebedees"
The bond of Christian unity and the common witness of the churches

Unity and common witness:
The comparative view vs. the foundation in the practice of Jesus
Not an easy text when it comes to unity and common witness: the disciples, as we
meet them here, show themselves to us as people who compare themselves with
others, compete for the best places, they are envious and expect effort to pay off.
A sobering finding! Against which Jesus sets a new focus: Whoever listens to his
voice can step aside from himself and his own interests; can let himself be taken into
service and find fulfilment in the commitment to others. In contrast to the common,
everyday ideas of success, importance and greatness, Jesus sets another example
of leadership and responsibility - which in a way "reverses" the comparative view of
oneself and one's neighbour.
This reversal of values leads to the movement of God's attention to Israel and to
those who, in faith, are caught up in this movement of love.
What direction do we seek in our lives as Christians?

BFF - Does Jesus owe anything to his neighbours?
BFF - Best Friends Forever: This is how one could formulate the core of the request
nowadays, which forms the starting point of the conversation described here. As it is
now, let it remain forever! The relationship that unites us should last and be stronger
than the adverse circumstances - especially when it is uncertain what the future will
bring.
An understandable need, familiar to all of us since childhood. And it comes to the
fore especially when two people are competing for the favour of a third person. A
childish desire, perhaps - but it also shapes the relationships of many children who
have grown up.
Here it is two who seek the special closeness of Jesus in the inner circle of the twelve
disciples. It is certainly not too far-fetched to assume that this desire is based on the
feeling that the sons of the Zebedees are entitled to a compensation to which they
are entitled. Had they not let themselves be called? Given up so much to follow Jesus? Even if that meant giving up, even in the everyday life of following, to step back
again and again when Jesus gave his attention to others, often complete strangers,
to let them go first: the sick, of course, children with their mothers, people on the
margins, again and again Simon - and women, who often sought his closeness.
So now the desire for due appreciation - for the perceived disadvantage on so many
occasions when they had to cede the best places in the immediate vicinity of Jesus
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to others: in future it should be different - preferably forever! Jesus: Say that you
recognise our commitment to you - and that you reciprocate!

Matthew's unique material: "She fell down before him"
Matthew processes an episode from the Gospel of Mark. When comparing the two
parallels, two differences are particularly striking. First, while John and James address their request directly to Jesus in Mark, Matthew has their mother speak on
their behalf.
Some think that Matthew wants to spare the two disciples: but does it not rather
seem that the two are aware of the questionability of their request even to the extent that they do not dare to present this request to Jesus? Interesting: the sons of
Zebedee, otherwise known by their epithet "sons of thunder" for a hot temper (Lk
9:51-55 and Mk 3:17), need the intercession of their mother who remains nameless.
Second, and easily overlooked: While Mark describes a teaching conversation between disciples and master, the mother does not simply approach Jesus to present
the sons' request to him - she falls down before him. Easy to miss, but remarkable:
there are three men, each with his name - Zebedee and his sons James and John,
and between them a woman: she is identified in relation to these three by her motherhood alone. In the encounter with Jesus, her behaviour reveals a decisive insight
- and this is not a matter of a fleeting moment: the mother of the sons of thunder is
one of the three women standing under the cross! (Mt 27:56)
The evangelist has not simply used an arbitrary word here for this context: Matthew
uses the term proskynein a total of twelve times. Proskynesis is the physical expression by which a person acknowledges the lordly position of the other person. If you
look up the passages, you will find that "falling down" in the context of Matthew's
Gospel is usually used critically of domination: For actually, as Matthew knows, this
homage is in no way due to human rulers, even if they may be called gods, but to
God alone.
The New Testament witnesses - and Matthew with special emphasis expression share the basic theological assumptions that are found throughout the writings of
the Hebrew Bible. God is the creator of this world, first and last. Against the human
will for the power of a few over as many as possible, God is a friend of diversity who
begins a path of blessing with Abraham and Sarah in the midst of the world of nations. And he marks this path as his will in the form of the commandments, which
have the good life as their goal for those whom he loves and who are bound to him
in love.

God's rule and worldly relations of rule
From the beginning, this raises the question of how God's rule relates to worldly
claims to power. The plan of primeval mankind to build a tower to get close to God
is answered with biblical humour: God must descend to get to see it. His answer to
this naive request of mankind is rather blessing than punishment. The multiplicity of
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languages and peoples makes creation more colourful. It becomes visible that God
wants the world to be anti-totalitarian.
The Exodus tells even more clearly of this antitheticality. At the beginning of God's
history with Israel, which has now become one people, is the dramatic confrontation
of the Egyptian God-king with Moses and Aaron, who demand freedom for their
people in the name of God. Freedom from slavery in order to be able to worship God.
Here as there: true worship is due not to humans - not even and especially not for the
kings anointed in Israel - but for God alone.
When Matthew tells how people prostrate themselves before Jesus, it is above all the
risen Christ in whom God's power has shown itself victorious over death. But even
before that, during his earthly ministry, many who encounter him recognize God's
powerful will at work in his words and deeds.
In Jesus, the presence of God is encountered in earthly, everyday life - and the unnamed mother of the Zebedaids has understood to whom her sons have entrusted
themselves.

The first - a servant
"Prostrate oneself" - with particular frequency and theological weight, this term appears in the narrative of Joseph and his brothers, or of Jacob's family, in chapters
37-50 of Genesis.
Isn't that rather far-fetched?
Synagogue in Speyer, Rhineland-Palatinate, built in 2011, the fourth synagogue in Speyer. The third
predecessor building was destroyed in the pogrom night of 1938. Photos: HGV/SchalomNet
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Matthew does not think so. Programmatically, he establishes a close relationship
between the father of Jesus and his namesake from Genesis. Unfortunately, only a
few interpretations make visible how many parallels the evangelist draws here from
the beginning of Jesus' story to the life of the dream-gifted favourite son of Jacob.
Which in turn is so closely, one is tempted to say fatefully, interwoven with that of his
brothers, indeed with the whole original family of Israel - if this word did not evoke
a completely erroneous idea at this point. No silent or blind fate is at work here, but
the hidden, discreet nearness of God, which in the end will transform a completely
muddled, even tragic family history into a miracle of salvation. Abundant blessings
sustain countless lives - far beyond the circle of the small extended family. And this
without simply wiping out the issues of mutual culpability.
When here in Mt 20 the mother of the two disciples prostrates herself before Jesus,
the story of Joseph resonates for me as the biblical context of Jesus' words. His initial
guilelessness, his naivety (however hard it may have been to bear for his brothers
and father) leads him twice into the depths of existential loss: into the cistern as a
(not entirely innocent) victim of his brothers, torn away from his family. The second
time into the Pharaonic prison, when he forfeits the brilliant position he has just
won.
"Here I am", says Joseph when Jacob sends him on his fateful walk to his brothers
(Gen 37:13) - an expression of readiness to be called all the way to the task that is
destined for him. It will lead him a long way, in the course of which Joseph will put
his self-love at the service of his neighbour - whoever that may be. At this point,
the Joseph novella shows the great biblical breadth in the understanding of what a
"neighbour" is. Theologically, this is not foreign to us Christians who listen to Jesus and yet it can be so easily and contrary to its biblical meaning, narrowed.
The first as servant of all - Jesus' words allude to Joseph's life story: he is ready to listen, to be sent, to put his knowledge and insight at the service of all his neighbours.
At the same time, he is not willing to conceal his dreams, to break the trust of his Lord
and to repay his brothers in kind with kind.
And Jesus goes one step further: His reign is service to the last, even to the point of
giving his life - for many.
Jochen Maurer, pastor of the Protestant Church in Württemberg
and representative for the dialogue between Christians and Jews.
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John 21: "Reconciliation with Peter"
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“Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my
sheep.”

How to start anew?
Reconciliation in the horizon of guilt and atrocities

18 Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to dress yourself and
walk wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands,
and another will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go.”

1 After this Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias, and
he revealed himself in this way.

19 (This he said to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after
saying this he said to him, “Follow me.”

2 Simon Peter, Thomas (called the Twin), Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of
Zebedee, and two others of his disciples were together.
3 Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with
you.” They went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing.
4 Just as day was breaking, Jesus stood on the shore; yet the disciples did not know
that it was Jesus.

20 Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them, the one
who also had leaned back against him during the supper and had said, “Lord, who is
it that is going to betray you?”
21 When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about this man?”
22 Jesus said to him, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?
You follow me!”

5 Jesus said to them, “Children, do you have any fish?” They answered him, “No.”

Reconciliation begins where one does not break up

6 He said to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and you will find some.”
So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in, because of the quantity of
fish.

Told enough already? There has to be an end sometime, they say. But apparently
another story must be written down "in this book", "so that through faith you may
have life..." (John 20:30f.).

7 That disciple whom Jesus loved therefore said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon
Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on his outer garment, for he was stripped for
work, and threw himself into the sea.

Reconciliation begins with not ending and beginning another story. John 21 is an
example of this par excellence. The resurrected Jesus has already appeared to Mary,
the disciples and the doubting Thomas in Jerusalem - privately, so to speak. And now
he appears in Galilee, in the open air, by the Sea of Tiberias. What is so indispensable
about this story? Why does it still need to be told?

8 The other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not
far from the land, but about a hundred yards off.
9 When they got out on land, they saw a charcoal fire in place, with fish laid out on
it, and bread.
10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.”
11 So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, 153 of
them. And although there were so many, the net was not torn.
12 Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared
ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the Lord.
13 Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and so with the fish.
14 This was now the third time that Jesus was revealed to the disciples after he was
raised from the dead.
15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John,
do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love
you.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.”
16 He said to him a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He said to
him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my sheep.”
17 He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you lov e me?” Peter was
grieved because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” and he said to him,

There is still a reconciliation to come - and that is with Peter. That's why you can't
make a point. What becomes of the courageous confessor and denier? The disappointed one? This is what John 21 tells us - a story of estrangement and reconciliation in two parts (v. 1-14 and v. 15-22). John 21 tells of reconciliation only in hints - of
failure and of error, without explicit confession or promise of forgiveness but with a
new mission.

No reconciliation without an encounter with what has been
This is anchored in the Bible and is religious practice in Judaism. Thus, on Yom Kippur - the Day of Atonement - "all vows" ("kol nidre") are brought before God. This
means becoming aware of all intentions, promises and vows, including those that
have been neglected and not kept, and confronting them. Such an encounter with
one's own past is anything but easy. But this is precisely the path to reconciliation.
This resonates in the well-known sentence of the Baal Shem Tov: "The exile becomes
longer and longer because of forgetting, but from remembering comes redemption"
(Sefer Ba'al Shem Tov, II,190 § 8).
This is also why John 21 tells of a reconciliation with Peter and allows Peter's previous
history to shine through. In his case, promise and failure, courage to confess and
evasion of suffering, boundless faithfulness and denial stand side by side. Peter confesses: "You are the Holy One of God" (John 6:69). But against Jesus' declared will to
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accept suffering, Peter takes up the sword at Jesus' capture and thus wants to avert
suffering and death by force (John 18:10).

which mean "rock". Already in Peter's name different linguistic dimensions are depicted, which also stand for the complexity of his life (see above).

This tension is also present at the Passover meal and at Jesus' interrogation: Peter's
profession of faithfulness "I will lay down my life for you" (John 13:37) and his breach
of faith "I am not", I am not a disciple of Jesus (John 18:17). A failure of one's "vows"
that torments. A burden that Peter carries with him. Neither running away nor diving
away will help. Nor does an inconspicuous "business as usual" by returning to a life
before the Jesus encounter: to be a fisherman on the lake again, together with the
others (v. 3). Thus Peter does not escape what was. Neither the personal failures nor
the atrocities and sufferings of the political history of his people. Only in the encounter with what has happened can reconciliation and a new history begin.

A paschal meal in an unredeemed world

Traces of memory
John 21:1 uses the expression "after" (literally "after these" (erg.) signs) to refer to
what has happened before. What is meant are the previous appearances of Jesus.
The name of the place - literally "Sea of Tiberias" - indicates that the event is interwoven with Roman-Jewish history. The body of water is not called "Sea of Galilee"
(Lk 5:1) and also no longer "Galilean Sea of Tiberias" (John 6:1). In John 21, the body
of water only bears the name of the emperor who appointed Pontius Pilate as prefect of Judea (26-36 AD). Herod Antipas founded the capital of his principality on
an ancient burial ground. How offensive that was to Jewish people! He had the city
named after the emperor: "Tiberias". Hence the name "Sea Tiberias". Incidentally, it
was Herod Antipas who had John the Baptist killed.
The name "Sea of Tiberias" refers to a political history that is deeply marked in the
writings of the New Testament, namely the destruction of Jewish autonomy in the
Roman province of Judea. The victory of the Romans over the Jewish rebels in 70
A.D. brought with it the destruction of the Temple, the devastation of Jerusalem and
entire regions. It should also be remembered that the "Sea of Tiberias" was the site of
a cruel massacre of the Jewish rebels by the Roman military. Josephus tells of this in
the 3rd book of the Jewish War (3,526-531).
At this "Sea of Tiberias" so burdened by a history of violence, Peter - not far from his
place of origin "Betsaida" (="Fish House") - and six other disciples go back to their
usual work (v. 2f.). Just as if nothing had changed. Without success. The nets remain
empty. The number seven of the disciples is the number for the totality and biblically
also often stands for the nations (goyim). The seven disciples can thus also be seen as
commissioners for the world of nations. The named Peter and the unnamed disciple
"whom Jesus loved" are at the centre of the group.
Peter is present in John 21 with three different names and forms of address - a whole
11 times. Five times he is called "Simon Peter", three times "Peter", and three times
Jesus addresses him as "Simon, son of John". This mix of names is remarkable. Jesus
combines the name Simon - derived from the biblical Simeon ("God has heard") - in
John 1:42 with the Aramaic "Cephas", in Mt 16:18 with the Greek "Petros", both of

Against the background of these personal and political upheavals, Jesus' appearance
at the "Sea of Tiberias" is narrated. The Risen One appears in an unredeemed, unreconciled world - holding communion with bread and fish - and his hungry "children"
(v. 5) are fed. Jesus moves the unsuccessful fishermen to a successful catch: Cast the
nets on the right side of the boat, near the shore (right, Hebrew jamin, is the good,
strong side, the luck side)! Peter is able to land the catch (v. 11). What strength! And
yet he immediately realises that it is not he, but the unnamed disciple whom Jesus
loved, who is the confessor of Christ (v. 7). Naked and ashamed as Adam and Eve
once were (Gen 3:7), Peter dresses in an outer garment and jumps into the water. He
cannot reach Jesus' proximity fast enough. And then follows the post-Easter meal by
the lake in the presence of the resurrected Christ. Everything unreconciled seems to
be wiped away. But the first thing that awaits Peter is a painful reminder: a charcoal
fire that reminds him of the charcoal fire in front of the palace of the high priest on
the night of his denial (v. 9). Only here and still John 18:18 is this expression found
in the NT.
153 fishes Peter pulls ashore. This is a symbolic number that can stand for various
things, such as the species of fish once known in antiquity, according to Jerome.
Or is there a special gematrical message behind the number 153? The place name
En-Eglajim has the numerical value of the Hebrew letters for "one hundred and fifty-three". And En-Gedi gives "Seventeen" (153 = 16 x 17). Both place names occur
in the visions of Ezekiel (Ezek 40-48). The water that flows from the temple into the
Dead Sea heals the salted sea. Ezek 47:10 says of it: "The fishermen will stand by it.
From En-Gedi even to En-Eglajim shall fish yarns be stretched out; for there shall be
many fish of all kinds there, as in the great sea."
In any case, this much is clear: the disciples' hunger-repelling catch has messianic
dimensions. There is fish in abundance, at least more than is needed. An abundance,
like the wine at the wedding at Cana (John 2), like the ointments of Nicodemus at
Jesus' burial (John 19:39): all signs of the messianic time.
But at the same time there is still something between Peter and Jesus. Unspoken.
Jesus addresses it.

"... do you rather have me than these have me?"
Peter has to face this question. Almost a trick question. He would like to answer it
in the affirmative. Stand out. But that's how far he knows himself and his story. He
can't and doesn't want to stand out any more. He can only say: "I love you". Jesus asks
more questions and intensifies the self-questioning. He repeats this question twice
more until Peter admits: "Lord, you know all things" (v. 17) about me, which sounds
like an echo from Psalm 139: "LORD, you search me and know me." (Ps 139:1ff.) In
other words, nothing of me is hidden from you, neither my unfaithfulness nor my
love for you.
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Peter's threefold questioning about his love for Jesus recalls the "Hear Israel": "You
shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your
strength." (Deut 6:4) This and no more is what Peter is to ask himself, without comparison or comparative: "Do I love the one I call "Lord" ("Kyrios") with all my heart, with
all my soul and with all my strength?

Three epilogues

"Feed my lambs!"

2. For Christians in Germany, the final chapter of John's Gospel opens up special questions: How do Christians become aware of their kinship with Peter? Is there a way
out of the denial and betrayal of Jewish sisters and brothers in the faith? Is there a
turn towards dialogue and new community? Do we engage in following Jesus - the
call of the Son of Israel?

Peter knows and feels his limitations. And as such Jesus instructs him: "Feed my
lambs!” Become a shepherd! Become a good shepherd (John 10). Become a shepherd
who no longer exalts himself, who no longer wants to realise his own projects and
plans (21:18). Become one who does not enrich himself, who is not concerned with
power and money, but only with the welfare of his sheep. All this resonates with the
image of the shepherd that Jesus exemplified (John 10) and calls for here, as it is
known from Psalm 23 and Ezekiel 34. A shepherding of others is meant, a shepherding service that can include one's own suffering - even martyrdom. Subliminally, v.
18 alludes to martyrdom on the cross, which Peter is said to have suffered in Rome.
To "glorify God" with death on the cross (v. 19), this idea recalls the Jewish vow to
sanctify God's name (qiddush hashem - par.: Hallowed be your name! Mt 6:9), which
can also include martyrdom.

"Peter turned around"
The about-face follows on the heels (v. 20). Peter asks, "Lord, but what about this
one?" (v. 21), the disciple "whom Jesus loved". This sounds like a throwback to an all
too familiar Peter pattern. The pattern of competition and comparison returns. Jesus
rebuffs this and ends his word to Peter thus, "What is it to you - you follow me!" (v. 22)
Peter's turn underlines how necessary the repeated call to discipleship is. And how
much reconciliation and new beginnings are needed again and again.
Synagogue in Mainz, Rhineland-Palatinate, built in 2010. The main synagogue in
Mainz was destroyed on this site in 1938. Photo: HGV/SchalomNet

1. John 21 uses the expression "raised from the dead" in v. 14. Jesus' resurrection is
the activity of the Father of Jesus Christ, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Where
this trace is blurred linguistically and only Jesus' resurrection is spoken of (see Luther
translation v. 14), what unites Christians and Jews in essence is obscured.

3. Where nationalism divides peoples and tempt them to violence and war, the first
task of churches in ecumenism is to confront hatred and create ways for reconciliation for those who are divided. Not by brute enlightenment or by scandalisation
and accusations. But, as in John 21, through hints, through self-questioning and
impulses for self-reflection. Thus Peter, marked by obstinacy and denial, comes to
repentance, reconciliation and new ways - and we with him.
Harry Waßmann, retired pastor, member of the working group
"Ways of Understanding Judaism" of the Protestant Church in Württemberg.
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