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1 The Church Father’s Struggle against Jews and Judaism
One of the most powerful Church Fathers of the second century was Justin Martyr. As a gentile
Christian, he had contact with Jews, which in turn made him familiar with considerable parts of
Jewish tradition and thinking.[1] Within the last fifteen years of his life (d. 166 C.E.), Justin wrote
his main works, two so-called Apologies and the Dialogue with Trypho. Both documents had a
decisive effect on the fact that Christianity turned pagan and, therefore, shared the pagan aversion
against Jews, who were considered barbaric.[2] While Justin argued in the Dialogue that Jews had
lost God’s promise because they did not believe in Christ, it was especially the First Apology,
dedicated to the Emperor Hadrian, that pushed the pagan-Christian reluctance against Jews in
general. In this way, Justin offensively accomplished the tendencies of the gospel tradition to
exculpate the Romans from the killing of Christ and instead imposed his death on the Jews as
collective guilt. The main point is that Justin even came to justify the extinction of Jerusalem during
the Bar Kokhba revolt and the Emperor’s measures against Jews, forbidding them under penalty
of death to return to Jerusalem. The theological background was striking insofar as Justin turned
Christ into a pagan figure and argued that all the stories about Christ should be read and
understood in a pagan way: When Christians say that Christ has
been fathered without any intercourse, and that the logos is Jesus Christ, our teacher who was
crucified, died, resurrected, and ascended to heaven, we do not refer to something strange in
comparison with the sons of Zeus. You know very well how many sons of Zeus are listed by the
poets you admire… And what about the Emperors among you who have been dying off, while you
always believed them to be among the immortals, and in fact you had someone at your hand who
swore that he saw the Emperor burned on a stake ascending up to heaven? (1 Apol. 21)[3]
Justin turned even the cross of Christ—a very Greek and Roman way to execute dangerous
criminals—into a religious and political symbol of Hadrian’s world and connected it to the idea of
divinization: “Even the images representing your rulers who have died are built in this form [i. e., of
a cross; W.T.], and you call them gods in the inscriptions” (1 Apol. 55).[4]
At that level of paganizing Christ, Justin argued in favor of the Emperor’s measures against Jews
and backed these measures by referring to the prophets as witnesses of the extinction of Jews—a
method as audacious as usual since then:
Now listen to what has been proclaimed by the prophets about the devastation of the Jewish land.
These words are put in the mouth of the other peoples in a way that they are astonished about the
event [i. e., the devastation; W.T.] as if it had already happened… You know quite well that
Jerusalem has been devastated, as it has been announced as if it had already happened… And you
know quite well, too, that you take care about that; no Jew is permitted to reside there, and if any
Jew is to live there and he is caught up, he would be subject to death penalty. (1 Apol. 47)[5]
Justin’s paganization of Christ prepared the upcoming strong connection between Christianity and
the Empire; the basis of the connection was a strong anti-Jewish aversion in both entities and the
Copyright JCRelations

1/8

Antisemitism, Christianity, and the Churches in Europe

de-Judaization of Christ as the immediate effect of his paganization. Justin turned his Christ into a
Roman hero demanding more and more radical steps against Jews.

2 The Nicaean Creed: Christ Stripped of his Jewishness
Justin’s paganization of Christ was an important step in cleansing Christ from any Jewish stain.
About one and a half centuries later, no one really missed anything when the First Council of
Nicaea in the year 325 defined a binding Creed that did not mention anything Jewish when dealing
with Christ. Christ had become “the Son of God, begotten of the Father, the only-begotten; that is,
of the essence of the Father, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not
made, being of one substance with the Father.”[6] One may argue that the topics of the Creed
referred to severe conflicts within Christian communities that did not deal any longer with Christ’s
Jewish ancestry but with philosophical ideas about his relation to God. That may be so. But it still
proves that this kind of pagan Christianity became indifferent and, as a result, unaware of the
relevance of Christ’s Jewish background. Christ’s Jewishness did not count any longer; it was
simply abandoned.
The Jews have turned into the “others” with whom pagan Christians did not share any common
ground. The Council of Nicaea enforced Christ being stripped of his Jewishness and turned him
into a deity fulfilling pagan traditions and safeguarding the Roman Empire. Therefore, Christianity
was fixed as a religion that created the Jewish community as its opposite that had to be combatted
and eventually erased.

3 Self-description of European Christianity Based on anti-Jewish Hatred
Nevertheless, the Jewish communities remained alive. This was not only due to Augustine’s
acquiescence of Jews that he did not want them to be killed. Augustine did not reflect on Jews in
this way because he was in favor of them; it was because they were part of Christian consolidation,
as the Church Father made clear:
[N]ot by bodily death shall the ungodly race of carnal Jews perish… So to the end of the seven days
of time [i. e., of the creation] the continued preservation of the Jews will be a proof to believing
Christians of the subjection by those who … put the Lord to death.[7]
The survival of Jews was also due to antique societies as such. Hardly ever was it possible to
enforce decisions and decrees Empire-wide; too many different interests interfered and fueled
corruption. For this reason, the church renewed the attempts to get hold of Jews and in doing so,
getting rid of them before the seventh day of time.
In the High Middle Ages and at the beginning of modern era, the Christian hatred of Jews
aggravated; it was especially the official teachers and synods of the European Christian
communities who maintained hatred against Jews as a vehicle to enforce Christian topics.
This was the case when Pope Innocent III called the Fathers to the Lateran in 1215. He wanted to
set up a kind of Christian cosmos of Christian world order. To implement this intention, it was
necessary to draw strict boundaries or “border lines” between “us” and “them.”[8] The Council
discussed and voted on texts written by the Pope before it started in November 1215. Most striking
was the fact that the Council agreed on singling out those who were not considered to be part of
the Christian world, in other words, those who belonged to “them.” Them—they were more than
anyone else Jews. For the first time in European history, Jews were forced to wear special signs
on their clothes to prevent faithful Christians from intermingling with Jews, as Canon 67 has it:
In order to prevent all the excesses of mixing (between Jews and Christians) that we do have to
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condemn … we determine: Jews and Saracens of both genders must differ in every province and at
any time from other peoples by the kind of their clothing in public, because even Moses imposed
this rule on them, as it can be read. On the days of Lament and of the Passion of the Lord they are
not allowed to appear in public anyway.[9]
Again as in ancient days, the Council refers to the Old Testament in an attempt to prove that Jews
were simply outdated and, therefore, illegitimate. If they were living according to their own
Scripture, they would not be Jews any longer but Christians. The Council did exactly what had
been the hermeneutical method of Christian exegesis since the days of the Greek Church Fathers:
they “hijacked not only the Old Testament but the New Testament as well,”[10] and they turned it
into a pagan text serving the Christian hatred and measures against Jews. In this way, long before
the Nazis developed the practice of forcing Jews to wear signs on their clothes, Pope Innocent III
had visibly turned the Jews to total outcasts that were to be persecuted because they did not
believe in the mysteries of Christianity, especially in the mystery of bread and wine transmuted to
body and blood of the redeemer.
The fire of antisemitism was refueled by the great and notorious Martin Luther who founded the
Lutheran Church in Germany. Especially at the end of his life, Luther thought that he was living in
apocalyptic times. And one thing he had in mind—ever since his struggle with the Roman
Church—was what Paul had been sure of: at the end of times, Jews would repent and become
Christians. Therefore, in his work Dass Christus geborener Jude sei [Christ was born as a Jew[11]]
published in the year 1523, Luther wanted to offer good reasons for Jews converting to
Christianity; he wanted to invite them to become Christians.[12] But his intention failed to wipe out
Judaism through conversion. Twenty years later, he poured out his hatred against the stubborn
Jews in a writing called Von den Juden und ihren Lügen [On the Jews and their Lies]; in the final
parts of this work, he listed ten measures against the Jews, a kind of Christian Decalogue,
demanding expropriation and expulsion of Jews and the destruction of Jewish synagogues and
property. Jews had become the target of hatred of Christians ready to take action against them.
Luther’s measures were quite clear:
Set on fire their synagogues and schools and cover with earth what does not burn so that no man
ever will see any stone or slag from it forever… Destruct their houses and destroy them. For in their
houses, they do the same things as they do in their synagogues… Do away with all their prayer
books and Talmudic teachers. All of that kind teaches them idolization, lies, curses, and
blasphemy… Ban each and every teaching of the Rabbis, and ban it with all means… Suspend safe
conduct of Jews and their right to walk on streets… Forbid them their usury and take away all their
money and their bijou of Silver and Gold… because everything they own they have stolen and
robbed with their usury that is their only way of making a living… Give to the young, strong Jews
threshing flails, axes, hoes, spades, distaffs, and mandrels and force them to work.[13]
For Luther, Jews were total strangers in a Christian world he dreamt of. He did not accept at all
that Jews were still living among Christians, wondering
which devil has brought them [i. e., the Jews; W.T.] into our land; we did not call them from
Jerusalem. Furthermore, nobody holds them back; land and roads are open to them. May they go
down to their land, if they like to, and we will gladly give them gifts to get rid of them, because they
are a burden weighing heavily on us; it is as if a plague, a pestilence, and a vain disaster is in our
land.[14]
This kind of antisemitic rhetoric was a prefiguration and a model of the eventual antisemitic rhetoric
of the National Socialist Party in the twentieth century.

4 Collaboration of National Socialism and Lutheran and Catholic Leaders
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Joachim Hossenfelder was one of the most prominent leaders of a Lutheran movement that
eventually was named “Deutsche Christen” (German Christians). In 1933, he published a book,
and its title referred directly to Hitler’s book Mein Kampf: it was called Unser Kampf. Hossenfelder
propagated a fundamental interest of both the German Christians and the Hitler movement to keep
the German people clear from any external influence, because
a nation… is a community of those sharing the same blood and the same history. It was one of the
most meaningful events that God created a people… And this creation has God operated by Adolf
Hitler who can be confidently called the greatest man after Martin Luther. Now we have a German
people, and based on faith, we can say that this German people is according to God’s will and
order.[15]
The German Christians warmly appreciated Hitler’s action against the Jews and were sure that the
measures against Jews, which harmed them more and more, were according to Christian tradition
and to God’s will.
The same type of thinking could be found in Catholic scholars such as Michael Schmaus, who was
a highly valued theologian during the time of Hitler and afterwards. In 1933, he was appointed
professor of dogmatic theology at the University of Muenster. There he held his inaugural lecture in
front of the clergy, the administration of the university, and many students. The title of his lecture
was programmatic: Begegnungen zwischen katholischem Christentum und nationalsozialistischer
Weltanschauung (Encounters Between Catholic Faith and National Socialist Worldview). It was
published in a series called Reich und Kirche (Reich and Church) that aimed to be “totally German
and totally Catholic.”[16] When Schmaus reflected on his motivation to print his lecture, he wrote
an unambiguous statement: it was out of the “consideration that is not only a self-evident demand
of the time to align oneself wholeheartedly with the new state, but also to praise the intellectual
foundation of the National Socialist worldview.”[17] He did exactly that without any reservation, and
he did it on the basis of a dogmatic view of God’s history that defined the Jewish community as
dead.
The gifts of God do not find any barrier in human particularity, and they are not bound to any
people. Once, there was a people that believed that God’s revelation was bound to its nation. It
had to atone for its delusion by being rejected by God. It is the Jewish people.[18]
It was Pope Pius XII who renewed the blame against Jews for having killed God in his preaching
before an assembly of cardinals on December 24, 1942, when the mass extermination had already
been underway for one year.[19] He must have known that. By referring to this kind of Christian
ideology that had always been fueling Christian hatred against Jews, the pope gave way to
Christian consent in what was called “Endlösung der Judenfrage” [“the Final Solution”], which did
not erupt like a volcano but was enforced gradually by a process that was ongoing since 1941.[20]

5 Nostra Aetate 4 as a Compromise Document
In 1965, almost at the end of the Second Vatican Council, a short text was enacted dealing with
the Catholic Church’s relation to Judaism, chapter 4 of Nostra Aetate. It was a turnaround with
respect to the relation of the Catholic Church to Judaism. It stated that Mary, Jesus, and his
followers were Jews and that God never revoked the covenant with Israel. At the end of chapter 4,
although not explicitly condemning antisemitism, it was at least decried:
Furthermore, in her rejection of every persecution against any man, the Church, mindful of the
patrimony she shares with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but by the Gospel’s
spiritual love, decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed against Jews at any
time and by anyone.[21]
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The Popes John Paul II and Francis continued this path. And it was Francis who made clear during
his visit in Yad Vashem in May 2014 that when confronted with the mass extermination of Jews,
Christian traditions could not offer anything helpful. In his reflection that was something like a
prayer—maybe it was a prayer—he did not quote anything stemming from Christian tradition.[22]

6 The Commanding Voice of Auschwitz within Christianity: Friedrich-Wilhelm
Marquardt of the Reformed Church
What Pope Francis said in Yad Vashem sounded like an administration of the will of a Protestant
theologian (Francis surely was not aware of this) who passed away in 2002, Friedrich-Wilhelm
Marquardt. Marquardt made a clear statement:
Whatever Auschwitz may be for Jews today or any day, for Christians it is the end of every
theological rationalization. This is: If we really want to face Auschwitz it can only mean to do away
with every apologia of Christianity and Christian theology. Face to face with Auschwitz there is no
justifying faith, no defense of our actions or omissions, of our confidence or our mistrust. No
defense of the Christian dogma, even not of the New Testament. Since our commitment to the
New Testament and to the dogma did not force ourselves to resist to Auschwitz, our referring to
them could never defend ourselves today. Face to face with Auschwitz, they lost their legitimation.
Rather, all our grief is upon them, since both the New Testament and the teaching of the church
turned into sources of legitimizing the desire to murder. Instead of defending them, we are
compelled—if Auschwitz ever touches us—to fight for a new land of the Bible and of the dogma that
perished in Auschwitz.[23]
This is a commanding voice of a Christian, referring not least to Emil Fackenheim’s book To Mend
the World and the section “The Commanding Voice of Auschwitz,” and I regret that hardly any
Christian or theologian has ever really been touched by Marquardt’s clear, honest, and essential
words. Moreover, Marquardt has been criticized for them once in a while.

7 Four Suggestions
Finally, at the end of this article, I suggest following Marquardt’s points that are helpful and
demanding in order to at least begin to overcome the Christian hatred of Jews that is implicitly still
present in systematic Christian theology:
1. Christians must learn to read not only the Old Testament (which is in fact the First
Testament[24]) but also the New Testament as a collection of Jewish texts (except for
Luke). Reading them as Jewish texts requires at least a methodical suspension of dogmatic
hermeneutics of the Bible, as Christian tradition has it, and learn from different Jewish
approaches to the Holy Scripture. Therefore, theological studies should be complemented
by some Judaic studies.
2. Moreover, Christians studying theology must go beyond both Bible and dogma and turn to
Jewish-Christian sources that had been suppressed and partly destroyed by GentileChristian movements. These sources provide a glimpse of Jesus’ Jewish faith and practice
as well as Jewish claims within the Jesus movement, and furthermore, they help to
overcome Jesus’ paganization that has always been one of the main sources of Christian
anti-Jewish and antisemitic hatred.
3. In this way, Christians should become courageous enough to turn their backs to claims that
have turned out to produce hatred against Jews or indifference to their fate. This goes for
dogmatic claims, too.
4. Becoming courageous and educated is not a matter of a short term but a lifelong road. It is
no problem to take action and get started, even though it might be late, very late. Will we
succeed? I hope so. At least, Christians must do their share to keep the “commanding
Copyright JCRelations

5/8

Antisemitism, Christianity, and the Churches in Europe

voice of Auschwitz” alive and to help “to mend the world.”[25]
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