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INTRODUCTION 

Traditionally, Judaism has constructed barriers to separate itself from Christianity.  

Anti-Christian apologetics fill the Talmud, and, as a result, function as the fundamental 

premise for centuries of Christian-themed responsa, spanning time and place from 

Maimonides to Moshe Feinstein.1  Considered within the broader context of the halakha, 

this approach follows similar patterns of separation in Jewish tradition.  Much of the 

halakha, for example, functions to divide opposites—tamei from tahor and kodesh from 

hol (Lev. 10:10); therefore, when Leviticus says that God has “set you apart from the 

peoples,” (20:26), the concept of separation broadens to encapsulate a functional role of 

the Torah as way of preserving the halakhic Jewish culture from the non-halakhic Gentile 

way-of-life.  After nearly two thousand years of Jewish development as a religious 

minority living in primarily Christian territories, this segregation—fueled by textual 

support for dissociation and an often tense history of relations—triggered alienation 

between the two sibling religions.  However, using historical circumstances as context 

and recent trends in Jewish-Christian relations as a foundation, Jewish religious 

approaches to Christianity should be re-evaluated.  As the social and intellectual realms 

verge on harmony, the time for religious cooperation commences.  While many potential 

religious undertakings exist as options for Jews and Christians going forward, joint 

worship, as this paper will examine, offers significant potential for forming bonds in the 

next phase of dialogue.   

                                                

1 Dan Jaffé, Le Talmud et les origines juives du christianisme; Jésus, Paul et les 
judéo-chrétiens dans la littérature talmudique (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2007); Peter 
Schafer, Jesus in the Talmud (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); Binyamin 
Katzoff, "‘God of our Fathers’: Rabbinic Liturgy and Jewish-Christian Engagement," 
Jewish Quarterly Review 99, no. 3 (Summer 2009): 303-322. 
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Dismantling the gezeirah—finding realms for dialogue 

Given the record of persecutions Jews have faced at the hands of Christian nations 

(and, occasionally, the Church itself), fear of engagement historically has reigned 

supreme within the Jewish community—particularly amongst the traditionally religious.2  

As violence and social oppression in central and eastern Europe escalated in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century, some Christian groups began realizing the extent to which 

dialogue with Jews would be necessary.3  Shortly after the Shoah, in fact, many churches 

began publicly accepting responsibility for the role their theology played in Jewish 

persecution.4  As new theological mission statements premiered over the course of the 

second half of the twentieth century and the forerunners of relations reinvigorated their 

passion for dialogue, Christians took the vital first steps toward righting some centuries-

old wrongs in their past behavior toward the Jews. 

                                                

2 For a thorough exploration into the history of Christian persecutions of Jews and the 
varying levels of responsibility that should be laid upon the Church see Michael L. 
Brown, Our Hands are Stained with Blood: The Tragic Story of the “Church” and the 
Jewish People (Shippensburg, Pennsylvania: Destiny Image Publishers, 1992). 

3 This phenomenon can be seen in its earliest stages in western Europe in the 1940s.  
As evidence, note the founding dates of the Jewish-Christian relations groups from the 
United Kingdom and France below, in footnote 5. 

4 Pope Paul VI, “Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions: Nostra Aetate”, The Holy See, October 28, 1965, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vati-
ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html (accessed June 20, 2011); Presbyterian Church 
(U. S. A.), A Theological Understanding of the Relationship Between Christians and 
Jews (Louisville, Kentucky: Presbyterian Distribution Services, 1987); See also (among 
others): statement of the Synod of the Reformed Church of Holland (1970); statement of 
the French Bishop’s Committee for Relations with the Jews (1973); report of the 
Lutheran World Federation (1975); statement of the Synod of Rhineland Church in West 
Germany (1980); report of the Christian / Jewish Consultation Group of the Church of 
Scotland (1985); study of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (1986). 
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In response, Jewish leaders sought a balance between heartfelt sibling relations 

and rational mistrust.5  Ultimately, their initial response materialized within the 

intellectual realm with the development of spheres of dialogue, primarily affiliated with 

university settings.6  These organizations unified around a common desire to eradicate 

anti-Semitism; as a result, they tended to encourage dialogue central to “religious and 

cultural understanding between Christians and Jews.”7  This approach provided a 

necessary framework for further theological dialogue; however, given certain quotas and 

expectations of Jews in academia in the early twentieth century, the Jews holding 

positions that permitted engagement with Christians on theological questions would have 

been primarily assimilated and unreligious.  Therefore, early Jewish-Christian discourse 

remained within a philosophical rather than a theological framework.8 

The predominantly secular focus of early dialogue served an important role in the 

development of mutual trust.  Once the Christian groups conceded pro-Jewish theological 

points, the major items of contention could be tabled, allowing for the liberal theologians 

                                                

5 Jonathan Sacks, Future Tense: Jews, Judaism, and Israel in the Twenty-First 
Century (New York: Schocken Books, 2009). 

6 Some groups that emerged in order to provide a space for dialogue and their dates of 
creation include the Australian Council of Christians and Jews (1985), 
Koordinierungsausschuss für christlich-jüdische Zusammenarbeit (1956), Jésus et Israël 
(1946), l’Amitié Judéo-Chrétienne de France (1948), Deutschen Koordinierungsrates 
(1949), United Kingdom Council of Christians and Jews (1942), Interreligious 
Coordinating Council of Israel (1991), Overlegorgaan van Joden en Christenen in 
Nederland (1981), as well as scores of similar units on university campuses across the 
United States and the rest of the world. 

7 Council of Christians and Jews, "Council of Christians and Jews," 2010 Position 
Statements, http://www.ccj.org/uk/Position-Statements (accessed June 22, 2011). 

8 David Novak, “The New Jewish-Christian Dialogue,” in Christianity in Jewish 
Terms, ed. Tikva Frymer-Kensky, et al., (Boulder: Westview Press, 2000), 368. 
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on each side to find common ground in social justice commitments, tolerance, and mutual 

respect.9  This helped allay the fears on each side by providing a realm through which 

Jews and Christians could acquire knowledge “beyond prejudice and false images.”10  

However, as Leon Klenicki argues, “Dialogue is a process of growth in depth, a growth 

in truth.”  While the “first stage requires a basic knowledge of the other’s faith 

commitment… there is a second stage that expresses maturation; it involves looking into 

ourselves to determine the real dimension of the meeting of our two faiths.”11  This 

second stage requires taking the foundations that have been laid in social and 

philosophical encounters and building a religious structure upon them. 

In 2000, a group of Jewish academics began the transition from stage one of 

dialogue to stage two.  They responded in a similar way as had the early Christian leaders 

through their release of Dabru Emet, a theological and religious statement addressing 

some of the divisive ideas about Christianity that pervade Jewish thought.12  Approaching 

the second phase of dialogue, these theologians recognized the need for theological 

discourse.  As a result, significant attempts have been made among more liberally-mind 

                                                

9 Jonathan Magonet, Talking to the Other: Jewish Interfaith Dialogue with Christians 
and Muslims (New York: I. B. Tauris and Company, 2003), 3. 

10 Leon Klenicki, "Ecclesia et Synagoga: Judaism and Christianity, A Reflection 
toward the Future," CCAR Journal: A Reform Jewish Quarterly (Spring 2005): 27. 

11 Ibid. 

12 David Novak, Tikva Simone Frymer-Kensky, Peter Ochs, and Michael A. Signer, 
"Dabru Emet: A Jewish Statement on Christians and Christianity" First Things 
(November 2000): 39-41. 
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theologians to wrestle with the religious relationship between Judaism and Christianity.13  

Ultimately, however, these discussions form only the preliminary stages in this period of 

dialogue.  Dabru Emet allowed those already involved in Jewish-Christian relations to 

start thinking about the direction these primarily social ethic engagements should 

ultimately take.  Now the circumstances call for increased participation by traditionally-

minded religious adherents so as to ensure that this dialogue continues moving toward “a 

deepening of our own religious experience and self-understanding.”14  Until Jewish-

Christian relations move into the religious realm, they will remain a purely theoretical 

encounter reserved only for the pedagogical domain.  With no practical goals of affecting 

everyday laypeople—the vast majority of both Jews and Christians—this dialogue 

becomes meaningless. 

 

WORSHIP — THE NEXT PHASE 

Shifting the focus to religion and theology opens up a new level of engagement 

for both Jews and Christians.  Using shared worship as a practical mechanism for this 

endeavor provides multiple advantages for the two communities to connect on new levels 

both to each other and to God.  Ultimately, by creating a trialogue, worship forces the 

participants to address the theological similarities and differences that unite and divide 

                                                

13 Marcy C. Boys, ed., Seeing Judaism Anew: Christianity's Sacred Obligation 
(Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2005); Tikva Frymer-Kensky, et 
al., Christianity; Irving Greenberg, For the Sake of Heaven and Earth: The New 
Encounter between Judaism and Christianity (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 
2004); Klenicki, “Ecclesia et Synagoga,”; Sacks, Future Tense. 

14 David Fox Sandmel, “What of the Future?  A Jewish Response,” in Christianity, 
ed. Frymer-Kensky et al., 367. 
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them.  Rather than just talking about the issues on a theoretical level, however, worship 

ensures that those present deal with theological disagreement all the way to the 

conversation’s conclusion.  Further discussion on the act of liturgical creation will follow 

below.  First, however, worship must be analyzed in order to determine the unique 

advantages it offers as a genre of dialogue. 

As for me and my house 

To understand the goals of joint worship, one should start with Leon Klenicki’s 

reflection on the future of Jewish-Christian relations.15  In his essay, Klenicki alludes to 

increased theological engagement as the next stage, but offers no route through which 

this goal can be implemented.  Worship fills this gap in Klenicki’s theoretical claims, 

transforming his ideas into action.  Understanding the trialogue as a conversation 

between two peoples and one God asserts from the outset that “God is our common 

ground and sense.”16  What may seem like an obvious assumption carries with it 

historical claims to the contrary as well as a tradition of relating through particularly non-

God-centric discourse.17  Therefore, coming together with the intent of praying jointly 

establishes a holy acknowledgement of the other as a sibling under the same God. 

                                                

15 Klenicki. 

16 Ibid., 23. 

17 The tradition in Christianity of understanding Jesus as the conduit to God has led 
Christians in history to assert that Jews no longer believed in the same God—that the 
God of the Hebrew Bible was enhanced so much by Jesus’ time on Earth, it was no 
longer the same God.  Similarly, Jews have frequently claimed that introducing the trinity 
into the mix makes the Christian a polytheist and thus, not a believer of the ultimate 
monotheistic deity.  For more information on the history of Jewish and Christian 
theological misunderstandings, see Boys, Seeing Judaism Anew as well as Frymer-
Kensky, et al., Christianity. 
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In light of this, the theological “conversation should touch the very essence of our 

commitments by the process of sharing intuitions of God.”18  Ultimately, this translates 

into a twofold revelation uncovered by the communities present—a deeper understanding 

of the other and a new dimension of God-knowledge.  Through worship, both Jews and 

Christians recognize not only the singularity of the deity between them, but also the value 

in each other’s unique relationship to God.  Whether the Torah or Jesus defines the 

conduit to God, for Jews and Christians, the particular route to God determines the style 

of this relationship.  Being exposed to the unfamiliar “intuition” of the other reveals 

deeper dimensions of the holy and creates a new community united in their experience of 

a multidimensional God. 

Establishing this community of believers, united for the duration of the joint 

worship service, initiates an intuitive connection among those present.  By engaging God 

in new ways, this Jewish-Christian congregation faces new learning opportunities for 

their home synagogues and churches, as well.  With the rote repetition of liturgy in 

Judaism, many rabbis have noticed, “our people’s engagement in ritual life has grown 

stale.”19  As Abraham Joshua Heschel observes, however, modern movements deal with 

this problem ineffectively:   

To Kabbala and Hasidism the primary problem was how to pray; to the modern 
movements, the primary problem was what to say.  What has Hasidism 
accomplished?  It has inspired worship in a vast number of Jews.  What have the 

                                                

18 Klenicki, 23. 

19 Jeremy Kalmanofsky, "Accepting Ishei Israel with Love," Conservative Judaism 
57, no. 4 (Summer 2005): 51. 
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moderns accomplished?  They have inspired the publication of a vast number of 
prayer books.20 
 

Perhaps, then, for Judaism, any level of spirituality or enrichment of worship that could 

be taken away from a joint service with Christians could prove beneficial.21  By sharing 

expertise, Jewish and Christian clergy can combine diverse traditions in a way that uses 

the best of each toward the same end goal—creating a “common fervor of God.”22 

Beyond being about creating interreligious communities, worshipping together 

provides the opportunity to temporarily combine traditions in order to enhance them both.  

In a broader culture defined primarily by a lack of belief, Jewish-Christian religious unity 

arms both religions with a vaster array of tools to defend against the appeal of secularism 

than what they possess alone.23  Together, Jews and Christians can benefit from joint 

prayer not only through validating one another’s siblinghood under God and, as a result, 

each religion’s role in the assembly of God, but also through what each religion has to 

teach about how to connect best with God.  Together, both Jews and Christians can 

enhance their religiosity in such a way so as to serve more effectively their shared deity. 

                                                

20 Quest for God: Studies in Prayer and Symbolism (New York: Crossroad, 1954): 83, 
quoted in Kalmanofsky, “Ishei Israel,” 51.  Emphasis in original. 

21 While Judaism could also certainly bring new worship skills to Christianity as well, 
Christianity is not the focus of this paper and therefore the benefits to it in particular have 
not been included here. 

22 Klenicki, 27. 

23 Hans Joachim Schoeps, The Jewish-Christian Argument: A History of Theologies 
in Conflict, trans. David E. Green, (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1963), 168-
9. 
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Witness to God and man 

If worship’s only effectiveness came through religiously focused trialogue that 

could potentially encourage congregant faith, then the Jewish-Christian relations 

described in this essay would not be stage two of ongoing dialogue. Instead, this essay 

would describe a series of activities and discussions entirely disconnected from academic 

endeavors.  However, worship itself serves another purpose which functions to equate it 

directly with the work done thus far among scholars.  Understanding worship as 

dialogue-par-excellence places it within the broader framework of theoretical discourse 

while also serving to distinguish its approach as distinctly religious and action-oriented. 

This method generates a direct connection between thinking and doing by making 

them one in the same.  In the case of worship, however, this concept differs from how it 

would be understood in the pedagogical realm.  Instead of implying that theologians only 

have to think like academics, worship as dialogue suggests that the words themselves 

take on actions when spoken.  Ignaz Maybaum conceives of this transformation as the 

point in prayer where the worshipper addresses God directly: “The words of the human 

speaker have addressed God and have therefore ceased to be mere human speech and 

have become prayer.”24  No longer is the speaker just discussing the merits of Jewish-

Christian relations, now they are addressing an entity that they potentially perceive to be 

all-powerful and all-knowing.  While the actual act of the human is simply speaking, the 

subject and the intent transform this conversation into worship. 

                                                

24 Ignaz Maybaum, Trialogue between Jew, Christian and Muslim, (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973): 106. 
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As a result of this distinction, successful worship need not be defined as the act 

itself of communally praying.  While that certainly plays an important role in 

understanding the goals of worship, as has been discussed above, worship itself can 

simply be understood as a “living dialogue with a God who has a visage and a 

personality.”25  It makes the holy common and the clean unclean so that congregants 

might be able to approach dialogue with the divine.  For Emil Fackenheim, the banality 

of praising God made it not something optional or meaningless; instead, it made it so 

much more necessary for existence: “We are here, exist, survive, endure, witness to God 

and man even if abandoned by God and man.”26  In other words, people passively “exist, 

survive, endure” in order to make it through life.  Those acts suggest the least amount of 

effort of any act a human faces.  Coupling “witness to God and man” with these mundane 

activities suggests that faith can potentially be simply assumed by rote; however, this 

expectation does not make worship optional.  Instead, it is required to not only passively 

“exist, survive, endure,” but also requires active intentionality about it “even if 

abandoned by God and man.”  Faith, then, as expressed through worship, must be 

maintained because through its life, God’s dialogue with humanity remains active. 

 

DOES THE HALAKHA ALLOW IT? 

With Jewish-Christian dialogue exploding onto the religious scene since the 

Shoah, the more traditional adherents of both religions face the dilemma of how to set 

                                                

25Avi Sagi, Jewish Religion After Theology, trans. Batya Stein, (Boston: Academic 
Studies Press, 2009): 198.  

26 Quoted in Sagi, 201. 
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boundaries that protect the sanctity of their individualities without sacrificing the 

importance of familial discourse with the other.  Proposing a shared prayer service only 

further complicates relations, as the lines between religious and social identities blur.  

Whereas few doctrinal and theological stumbling blocks exist that might challenge the 

validity of shared Jewish-Christian scholarship, when this connection crosses into the 

ecclesial realm, both Jews and Christians must face the principal ideological differences 

that created division in the first place.  Therefore, religious engagement more so than 

joint scholastic and social endeavors requires diligence on the parts of all involved.  For 

the Jewish community, this calls for a return to tradition in order to ascertain the limits, if 

any, of creating a spiritual union with Christianity.  Praying together poses several 

challenges to conventional custom, but a close analysis of Jewish law will reveal to what 

extent these obstacles can be removed, reconsidered, or remain as they are currently 

understood.  

Two major issues emerge as points of investigation into Jewish law—the logistics 

of a joint prayer service and the acceptability of Christianity as a religion with which 

Jews can partner.  These represent the primary hypothetical objections that a traditionally 

minded Jew might pose when faced with a proposal for joint Jewish-Christian worship.  

Addressing these will establish a framework for when and how Jews and Christians can 

pray together, if at all. 

What kind of prayer? 

To approach these questions, the service itself must first be situated within a 

traditional Jewish understanding of tefillah.  This will serve to provide a logistical 

scheme for which Jews can enter into religious dialogue without sacrificing their 
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Jewishness in the process.  Specifically at stake here are the questions of timing and 

setting.  Together, these categories represent the necessary features of tefillah, as defined 

by the Rabbis, namely that the three daily services correspond to the Temple sacrifices, 

require a minyan for full actualization, and serve to fulfill a mitzvah.  For these reasons, 

the Jewish-Christian service must be something unconventional yet still under the 

auspices of tradition. 

Concerning timing, for example, the worship should by no means replace the 

daily liturgical services; instead, it should be scheduled in such a way as to be sure not to 

interfere with the halakhic times.  The obligation for a minyan, intention of the service, 

and intricacies of the liturgy would therefore be avoided as potential barriers to the 

project.  Instead, the Jewish-Christian worship becomes halakhically equivalent to 

individual prayer, which is not time-bound, but still obligated under bBerakhot 20b.  

Rather than approaching it as a “service” in the traditional sense of the word, then, Jewish 

law allows for it as spontaneous prayer.  In fact, because the woman, slave, and minor are 

obligated to pray independent of the time-bound liturgical requirements, bBerakhot 20b 

establishes a precedent for mandated prayer beyond the sacrificial schedule.  Rabbi 

Steinsaltz highlights this distinction, emphasizing the difference between ritual and 

extemporaneous supplication: 

Prayer as such has no fixed venue; it is a direct “I-Thou” relationship with God.  
There is no need of assistants or intermediaries in order to pray, for “God seeks 
the heart,” and hearkens to the prayer of everyone.  The same does not hold true, 
however, regarding the ceremonial and ritualistic aspect of prayer, which is not 
incumbent upon all, and which is carried out in a prescribed manner at a specific 
place.27 
 
                                                

27 Adin Steinsaltz, A Guide to Jewish Prayer (New York: Schocken Books, 2000), 27. 
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Highlighting the non-obligation of “the ceremonial and ritualistic aspect of 

prayer” creates a dichotomy between liturgical and non-liturgical worship.   As a result of 

this distinction, the liturgy for the joint worship must not contain any Jewish liturgy that 

is either time-bound or dependent upon a minyan.  However, given that these restrictions 

will be followed, Jewish participation in a non-time-bound praise of the God of Israel is 

not only permissible but also a mitzvah with the potential of establishing an “‘I-Thou’ 

relationship with God.” 

Another possible halakhic issue that can be addressed logistically is that of 

setting.  Due to traditional interpretations of bAvodah Zara 17a, Jews cannot enter 

churches for fear of being exposed to idols.28  Rather than try to deal with this issue 

halakhically or to try and justify Christian imagery, it makes the most sense to simply 

stipulate that any joint worship services should not be held in churches.  The debate on 

entering churches, especially for prayer purposes, should be carried out elsewhere; for the 

convenience of staying within the current halakha, however, this project will best take 

place on neutral ground.  Not only does this avoid the halakhic barrier being posed by 

bAvodah Zara 17a, but it also makes it possible to define the Jewish-Christian 

congregation as its own proto-community.  While certain aspects will inevitably be more 

Jewish and others more Christian, if the space remains neutral, both Jews and Christians 

can share in the unfamiliarity of the environment. 

                                                

28 For more on Christianity as idolatry, see later in this essay.  For opinions on 
bAvodah Zara 17a that address entering churches, see responsa from Moshe Feinstein, 
Ovadia Yosef, Eliezer Waldenberg, Rosh, Maimonides (Mishneh Torah: Hilchot Avodah 
Kochavim), et al. 
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Is Christianity idolatry? 

With these logistical concerns allayed, there emerges a particularly challenging 

impediment to Jewish-Christian joint worship that the following pages will attempt to 

address—namely, that Jewish tradition understands Christians to be idolaters, due in 

large part to the doctrine of the Trinity.  In this case, merely avoiding the church will not 

suffice, for the religious Jew must remain distant from the heresy that is intrinsic to the 

heretic (bAvodah Zara 17a).  Since “the prohibition of idolatry is equal in weight to all 

the other commandments of the Torah” (bHorayot 8a), either Christianity as a whole 

needs to be reevaluated or Jewish-Christian worship cannot occur.  Just as Conservative 

Judaism in contemporary halakha utilizes a different understanding of Christianity, so too 

has a halakhic defense permeated Jewish religious thought ever since Christianity 

separated from Judaism.29  Examining these sources, which range from the Talmud to 

twenty-first century scholars, reveals a variety of pro-Christian understandings that 

should be reconsidered in light of Jewish-Christian engagement. 

One argument relies heavily upon the events related by Rabbi Simon ben Shetach 

in the Yerushalmi (Bava Metziah 2:5).  In this story, Rabbi Simon’s deeds, which favor 

aiding Gentiles over Jewish isolationism, become acts of kiddush HaShem.  Through his 

kindness, Rabbi Simon neither transgresses the law nor dishonors the Jewish people; he 

operates within the traditions by engaging the Gentile specifically in a way that halakha 

does not govern.  As a result, the Gentile blesses God and peace is maintained between 

Jews and Gentiles.  While this passage does not specifically address the issue of idolatry, 

                                                

29 Rabbi David Frankel, “Entering Mosques and Churches,” Responsa for Today, 
http://www.responsafortoday.com/engsums/6_13.htm (accessed May 5, 2011). 
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it does serve a vital purpose in understanding Jewish-Gentile relations.  Rabbi Simon 

provides a precedent that encourages cooperation with Gentiles specifically in realms 

where the halakha either says nothing or remains unclear.  As a result, sanctification of 

God’s Name wins out as the ultimate mitzvah.  Therefore, in the case of Jewish-Christian 

worship, unless it can be conclusively decided that Jews and Christians cannot pray to the 

same God together, the principle of kiddush HaShem should reign supreme.  Doubt 

should err on the side of encouraging Jewish-Christian engagement. 

Having established this foundational precedent, the question of idolatry can now 

become the focus.30  The best place to start with this analysis would certainly be with the 

concept of the “righteous Gentile.”  Broadly speaking, the “righteous Gentile” in Jewish 

tradition follows the seven Noahide laws—the commandments given to all of humanity, 

as descendants of Noah (Tosefta Avodah Zara 9:4; bSanhedrin 56a-57b).  The problem 

arises from this since a prohibition against idolatry exists as one of the seven.  Christians 

claim to be opposed to idolatry; yet, Jews, as has been previously mentioned, traditionally 

recognize the Trinity as doctrinal idolatry.  This difference of opinion has alienated the 

two religions for centuries, with both sides claiming the other misunderstands important 

teachings of the other.  However, according to Rabban Gamaliel, the idol itself does not 

necessarily carry the weight of idolatry by merely existing; only the Gentile’s intentions 

and behavior toward the supposed idol can distinguish it as such (Mishnah Avodah Zara 

                                                

30 The focus of this analysis is specifically the way Judaism deals with Christianity as 
idolatry.  Therefore, any broad statements about “idolatry” as a whole should be 
understood in that framework and should certainly not be taken universally.  The 
idolatrous understandings of other religions can potentially be investigated elsewhere, but 
that is in no way the intention of this paper. 
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3:4-5).31  More broadly speaking, an idol only exists when the adherent worships it as the 

deity itself.  In the case of Christianity, perhaps Jews could reevaluate the situation from 

this perspective.  For example, indulge the possibility that Christians do not worship the 

man of Jesus as the man of Jesus himself; instead, they worship God who merely resides 

within Jesus as God once resided in the temple and the tabernacle.32  Just as Jews would 

never suggest that the Ark of the Covenant and the Holy of Holies were idols, Christians 

conceptualize Jesus in such a way.  If this were a fair assessment of Christian theology, 

Christianity venerates God alone, with Jesus only serving as God’s temporary dwelling 

on Earth.  In light of Gamaliel’s indifference toward the statue of Aphrodite, the Trinity 

could easily be reformulated within the Jewish mind to allow for the dissolution of the 

belief in Christian idolatry. 

Elsewhere in Rabbinic literature, “righteous Gentile” takes on slightly different 

meaning in a way not necessarily attached to the Noahide laws.  In the Tosefta, for 

example, Rabbi Joshua makes a distinction between Gentiles who “forget God” and those 

who are “righteous” based upon a discussion involving Psalms 9:18 (Sanhedrin 13:2): 

If it had been written, “The wicked shall return to Sheol—all the gentiles” and 
then said nothing further, I should have maintained as you do.  Now that it is in 
fact written, “All the gentiles who forget God,” it indicates that there also are 
righteous people among the nations of the world, who do have a portion in the 
world to come. 
 

                                                

31 For a deeper analysis of this passage, see Jacob Neusner, “Theological Foundations 
of Tolerance in Classical Judaism,” Gregorianum 89, no. 1 (2008): 63. 

32 While this is not a paper on Christian theology, I offer here one explanation 
through which Gamaliel’s concept could apply with the goal that Jewish readers might 
try to see the Christian perspective in new light.  Discussions of theology, however, are 
ultimately well beyond the scope of this work. 
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From this consideration, Rabbi Joshua depicts the righteous Gentile as a non-Jew 

who simply has not “forgotten” God.  This emphasis on belief in God as the primary 

factor to determine heavenly rewards suggests that the issue of Trinitarian idolatry 

ultimately matters less here than belief.  Christians, as followers of the God of Israel, 

would therefore, as a whole be considered righteous according to the definition 

established by Rabbi Joshua. 

This emphasis on belief leads to yet another potential defense for Christianity that 

relies upon a redefinition of both “Gentile” and “Israel.”  Based upon his close reading of 

the Bible, Jacob Neusner suggests that idolatry functions as the only dichotomy that 

separates Israel from the nations: “The entire issue of toleration is captured by a dispute 

that concerns eschatological tolerance of gentiles, defined as idolaters, as against 

Israelites, defined as those who know God.”33  The division between the Jews and the 

Gentiles being part of God’s chosen people “represents not an ethnic but a theological 

classification.”34  In fact, in Sanhedrin 10:1, the Mishnah defines “Israel” not as an ethnic 

nation, but instead as “All who have a portion in the world to come.”  While Neusner 

specifically refuses to extend this principle to include Christianity, he offers no 

substantial reasons why.  On the other hand, even Maimonides, who repetitively insists 

on the idolatrous nature of Christianity, argues that Christians—and not Muslims—can 

study Torah with the Jews because Christians respect the divine source of the text.35  

                                                

33 Neusner, 53. 

34 Ibid., 67. 

35 David J. Bleich, Contemporary Halakhic Problems (New York: Ktav Publishing 
House, Yeshiva University Press, 1983), 2:334. 
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Setting Christians apart as theologically connected to Judaism in a way unique to the 

nations of the world shows that, despite differences, Rambam acknowledges the 

fundamental bond between the two religions.  In the context of Neusner’s redefinition of 

Israel, Christianity’s belief in God and Torah places it in closer connection to Israel than 

to the Gentiles at large. 

Reevaluating definitions calls back to mind Rabban Gamaliel’s non-traditional 

approach to idolatry.  Just as he elucidated the oft-misunderstood meaning and intent of 

idols, so too can our understanding of “idolatry” as a term be called into question.  In 

fact, Moshe Greenberg asserts that the Jewish return to Israel necessitates a new 

understanding of “those elements that raise barriers between our people and others” and 

that these barriers “must be recognized as in tension with Israel’s universal purpose.”36  

Recalling the same humanistic Biblical verses that Neusner cited, Greenberg calls for a 

reduction in the laws that separate the Jews from the Gentiles because now that the Jews 

are back in Eretz Yisrael, the time has come to carry out our mission as a light unto the 

nations.  Describing Christianity as idolatrous hinders this mission by impeding relations 

between Jews and Christians.  However, completely throwing out the law does not do it 

justice either (and Greenberg certainly does not call for that).  A reinterpretation of 

idolatry, though, allows for fresh conversations in a new era without having to ignore the 

mitzvot. 

Rather than focusing on theological differences, for example, the crux of idolatry 

as a human problem might prove more useful.  Rabbi Herzl Hefter uses this approach in 

                                                

36 Moshe Greenberg, “A Problematic Heritage,” Conservative Judaism, vol. 48, no. 2 
(1996): 33. 
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his recent reevaluation of idolatry.  Suggesting that perhaps the Jewish expediency at 

labeling idolaters misses the point of the mitzvah from its beginning: “Appearances, then, 

may be deceiving.  Hinduism, with its plethora of idols and graven images, may not at the 

end of the day be idolatrous, while the extreme literalist elements of the monotheistic 

faiths may ‘err’ in that direction.”37  Driven by a culture of “immediate gratification,” 

Jewish believers today accept the surface understanding of their religion and, as a result, 

assign divine meaning to superficial knowledge.  This, he argues, pushes the limits on 

idolatry and calls into question the Jewish understanding of it in the first place.  

Similarly, Rabbi Irving Greenberg offers a new approach to identifying idolatry that 

hinges upon the finitude of human reason.  The best the human mind can do to imagine 

the Infinite, he argues, is “a pseudo-infinite; this is the definition of idolatry.  Idolatry is 

the partial, created or shaped by finite humans, that claims to be infinite.”38  Therefore, 

Jews, by default of being human, idolize God into comprehensible realms.  Humanity 

should not point fingers at Judaism, though; Judaism should reconsider whom it may be 

ostracizing unfairly.  Ultimately, with the Jewish migration back to the land igniting a 

new era centered upon “Israel’s universal purpose,” Judaism requires fresh insight into 

the laws that now serve as a barrier between Israel and the nations. 

Returning to traditional Jewish apologetics takes us to the Tosafot for the final 

inquiry into Christian idolatry.  The approach used by the Tosafot, in fact, focuses 

specifically on Christianity as something unique in the Gentile community while also 

                                                

37 Herzl Hefter, “Idolatry: A Prohibition for Our Time,” Tradition, vol. 42, no. 1 
(2009): 25-6. 

38 Irving Greenberg, 210. 
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keeping it separate from Judaism.  Using the principle of shituf, or “association,” the 

Tosafot acknowledge that Christians worship the God of Israel, but distinguish it as 

neither polytheistic nor completely monotheistic: 

[S]ince they swear by their scriptures, sacred to them, known as Evangelium, 
which they do not regard as a deity, and although they mention thereby Jesus of 
Nazareth, they do not, at all events, mention a strange deity, and moreover they 
mean thereby the Maker of Heaven and Earth too; and despite the fact that they 
associate the name of Heaven with an alien deity, we do not find that it is 
forbidden to cause others to make an association.  Likewise, no transgression of 
the prohibition, “Do not place a stumbling block before the blind” is involved 
since such שיתוף is not forbidden to the Sons of Noah.39 
 
In other words, Christianity’s use of the Trinity does not necessitate a complete 

understanding of multiple gods, but instead serves as a route through which Christians 

associate the God of Israel with other names—specifically, Jesus of Nazareth.  While the 

Tosafot refuse to call Christians idolaters, they instead contrast what Christians do as a 

practice that would be idolatry only under the Mosaic Law.  As Gentiles, however, this 

association fails to constitute idolatry since they need not answer to the same statutes as 

Israel.  Therefore, if this were the case, the prohibition against praying with idolaters 

would no longer apply to Jewish-Christian worship.  Since the law that applies to 

Gentiles classifies Christianity outside of idolatry, Jewish law would accept Christians as 

righteous Gentiles. 

A light unto the nations 

Ultimately, the question of Jewish-Christian worship poses a series of halakhic 

concerns that this essay can only probe on a cursory level.  While this reexamination 

                                                

39 Translated and quoted in Eliot Dorff, “Use of Synagogues by Christian Groups,” 
Proceedings of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, 1986-1990 (OH 153:9, 
1990), 524. 
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approaches halakha with both authority and respect, it serves only as a starting point for 

what has the potential to be fruitful and engaging internal discourse across the diverse 

spectrums of Jewish thought.  By keeping these difficulties in mind, more progressive 

and moderate Jews can begin to face some of the theologically divisive attitudes that have 

kept Jews and Christians apart since shortly after the time of Jesus.  Using halakha and 

Jewish interpretive traditions, the potential for joint worship becomes feasible. With a 

precedent established by bZevachim 116b and elucidated by Rambam, Jews should not 

stay divorced from non-Jews who seek to worship the God of Israel.40  Instead, the law 

obligates Jews to teach the Mosaic precepts to the Gentile, regardless of its non-binding 

status to the non-Jew.  Therefore, perhaps a better halakhic approach for Jewish-Christian 

engagement would involve reciprocal education on idolatry and the Trinity.  Through 

dialogue on these important issues, the potential to address misunderstandings on the 

parts of both communities—whether it be the definition of idolatry or the conception of 

the Trinity—makes the conversation necessary and likely to be fruitful.  To immediately 

disregard Christians on a religious level, however, impedes fulfillment of the obligation 

to instruct the non-Jew on appropriate religious practice.  The halakha forbids avoiding 

the Gentile who wants to praise God, so Judaism must accept the yoke of the Torah and 

recognize new windows of opportunity to be a light unto the nations.  

 

BUILDING A SERVICE — A PRACTICAL GUIDE 

Any discussion on interfaith worship would be incomplete without providing 

suggested guidelines for implementation.  Because of the intricacies of this level of 
                                                

40 Hilkhot Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot 19:6; Bleich, 316. 
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dialogue, interfaith worship can frequently be done poorly and ineffectively, leaving 

those present more confused than enriched.41  Therefore, moving into the second phase of 

Jewish-Christian dialogue calls for intentional direction on the parts of all involved.  In 

order to not undermine previous efforts of Jews and Christians to build bridges, interfaith 

worship must be approached purposefully and knowledgeably so as to not set back what 

progress has been made.  Once done correctly, though, it will carry these partner religions 

into an even closer relationship. Before moving forward with the service, however, 

Jewish and Christian leaders must first meet regularly in order to plan what will be done.  

The planning stage itself, in fact, ushers in key moments of dialogue—the times when 

Jewish and Christian leaders engage in collaboration on their relationships with God.  

This requires two important considerations—who should plan the service and what the 

service should seek to accomplish.  This final section will attempt to address some best 

practices concerning these issues so as Jews and Christians go forth into the next stage of 

dialogue, they will be more aware of what to expect. 

Coming to the table 

The quality of worship depends entirely upon those organizing and leading it.  In 

fact, in many cases, the problem with diluted interfaith worship can frequently be traced 

to those who planned it.  Without a qualified group of theologians deeply steeped within 

their own religion, Jewish-Christian dialogue cannot move into the realm of ritual.  

Disconnectedness impedes authenticity.  If the organizers happen to be either Jewish or 

Christian, but non-religious, then in most cases, their authority on God remains 

                                                

41 Thomas Ryan, Interreligious Prayer (Mahwah, New Jersey: Paulist Press, 2008). 
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philosophical.  As a result, dialogue does not advance; it merely relocates from the 

academy to the congregation. 

As for those who are religious, further qualifications exist.  Since the situation 

views them as authoritative representatives of their respective groups, the leaders must 

also be educated in the history, theology, and textual traditions of their faith.  Through the 

process of planning together, questions will arise concerning belief and practice; 

therefore, among those present, there must exist participants qualified to answer so as to 

ensure the group does not disseminate false information nor squander the integrity of the 

traditions.  Without both knowledge and religious passion, the organizers fail to engage 

in true religious dialogue.  Finding such participants can certainly be difficult, which is 

why this phase can only thrive after the philosophical phase has prepared the way.  

However, especially among clergy, there do exist such people, so this expectation should 

not be open to compromise. 

If enough qualified organizers successfully convene to create a service, then the 

only remaining question concerning people is who will be the congregants.  On this point, 

the exact opposite approach should be taken.  Whereas the leaders need to have strict 

qualifications, the congregants need little more than interest.  This encourages diverse 

participation from Jews and Christians of various theologies and backgrounds, which 

lends itself to creating communal bonds both interreligiously as well as intrareligiously.  

That being said, for the sake of Jewish-Christian relations, the service should be aimed 

specifically at only Jews and Christians.  Frequently, with interfaith worship, the 

approach becomes one of diversity awareness.  In attempts to incorporate the largest 

amount of religions possible, theological common ground gets set aside.  With the 
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connection between Judaism and Christianity being so close, introducing other faith 

traditions merely wedges the siblings apart.  All this is not to say that people of other 

faiths must be banned, but in order to prevent the worship from becoming a show for the 

amusement of outsiders, it should stay focused in its grasp of its audience.  

Liturgy as ideology 

As mentioned previously, the service itself will not be a traditional, time-bound 

Jewish liturgy, just as it should not be a typical Christian worship.  Instead, the joint 

service should be an effort to pray together.  Janet Walton describes this phenomenon 

passionately in her guide to interfaith ritual planning: “By interfaith worship I do not 

mean expressions of side by side prayers, that is, each community of faith praying in its 

own words, but rather rituals where we pray together, where we go beyond our 

boundaries, where we listen deeply to each other in order to pray together.”42  This 

process requires identifying common threads from diverse pasts and using those threads 

to weave something entirely new.  Developing these rituals in such a way as to connect to 

both communities becomes the primary goal of the planning committee. 

As the organizers attempt to develop a service that accomplishes this, they must 

engage theological concepts in a way both similar to and opposite from Nostra Aetate, 

Dabru Emet, and other similar declarations.  Being face-to-face with the other, the 

conversations on once divisive ideas lack the editorial step of being behind closed doors 

drafting a pronouncement.  Rather than having the filter of internal group discourse to 

gauge what might be controversial, now Jews and Christians can be in the same room 

                                                

42 Janet Walton, "Bursts of Imagination: A Teaching Strategy for Interfaith Ritual 
Planning," Teaching Theology and Religion 13, no. 3 (July 2010): 245. 
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together as these conversations occur.  In this way, Jews and Christians function like a 

single entity, releasing a service rather than a publication as their joint theological 

declaration.  The liturgy of the service serves as poetical form of Jewish-Christian 

ideology.43  

 

BEIN Y’ISRAEL LA’AMIM – CAN A HOLY NATION GROW? 

Set apart as a “kingdom of priests, a holy nation,” (Exodus 19:6), Jews have 

struggled throughout history to strike a balance between healthy curiosity and the mitzvah 

of separation from the nations of the world.  Throughout the Bible, Israelites continually 

take “foreign wives”—sometimes to the benefit of the people, such as with Ruth, and 

other times to the Israelites’ disdain, as is echoed perpetually through the mouths of the 

prophets.  The Maccabees strongly opposed the influence of Hellenism, recognizing the 

diminishing effects it had on Judaism, while Rambam’s Talmudic ideas would be 

incomplete without Greek philosophy.  A fine line continually exists between reaping the 

benefits of the contributions of the Other and embracing assimilation over holiness.  

Interfaith dialogue today is no exception to this precept.  Therefore, Jewish leaders must 

realize the ways in which joint worship with Christians can enrich the Jewish 

community—for Judaism’s own sake—while still protecting the character of the “holy 

nation” from suffering from dissolution. 

                                                

43 For more on this concept of liturgy as ideology, see Vernon Kurtz, “Liturgy as 
Ideology,” Conservative Judaism 55, no. 3 (Spring 2003): 30-37, where Kurtz examines 
the role liturgy plays in defining communal belief. 
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To say that Judaism—particularly in America today—is unfettered by secular 

culture encroaching upon its identity would be a credulous assertion at best.44  As a 

result, any form of voluntary outreach beyond the internal walls of the religion may 

immediately seem threatening to an already endangered Jewish identity; the instinct 

would be to focus internally on goals of preservation.  However, reaching out to 

Christians for worship actually offers the potential to strengthen Jewish ties to their 

tradition, and thus, serves to protect Judaism against assimilation.  Rather than settling for 

exclusively defending the remnant, the Jewish community faced with Christian 

engagement encourages actual religious growth within its ranks.  

By engaging non-Jews in dialogue in a religious setting, Jews set themselves up 

for questions, regardless of their qualification.  Just as curiosity toward the Other has 

always been present within Jewish history, curiosity about Judaism has been common in 

nearly every corner of the globe where Jewish populations have resided.  Christian 

communities in particular encounter Judaism throughout their scriptures and, thus, have 

always maintained a sense of intrigue toward Jews.  While in many settings throughout 

history, this fascination led directly to misunderstanding and persecution, the case today 

differs immensely.45  As demonstrated through the move toward dialogue, specifically 

within the academic realm, Christians now have an increased interest in learning about 

Judaism.  This commitment manifests itself into a need for worthy Jewish conversational 
                                                

44 Alan M. Dershowitz, The Vanishing American Jew (New York, New York: 
Touchstone, 1997). 

45 This is by no means an assertion that anti-Semitism has ceased to exist amongst 
every Christian community, but is instead an acknowledgement that those groups which 
maintain these sentiments tend to be fringe organizations rather than the more 
mainstream institutions of the past. 
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partners.  As a result, Jews who enter into dialogue face the expectation that by their 

participating, they are qualified to represent Judaism.  When this assumption proves false 

due to a lack of knowledge on Jewish tradition and history, intellectual curiosity 

encourages delving into these subjects in order to uncover the answers.  Therefore, the 

Jewish participant in interfaith dialogue, regardless of background, experience, and 

education, automatically acquires the role of teacher.  With this role comes the 

responsibility of knowledge; thus, Torah lishmah, or the study of Torah for its own sake, 

prevails. 

In addition to encouraging Jewish learning, interfaith worship also offers the 

potential for the Jewish community to grow together through its religious practice.  

Praying with Christians creates a triune relationship—between Jews and Christians and 

each group, respectively, to God.  The former relationship relies primarily upon social 

interaction and became the focus of phase one of Jewish-Christian dialogue.  The 

connection from Jews and Christians to God, however, can only be repaired in this post-

Shoah, post-modern, post-religion world through direct engagement with God.  Bringing 

the two communities together provides new opportunities to learn how to heal 

theologically.  Whether it be comparing effective prayer styles, trying out new types of 

prayer, or stretching congregations’ religious comfort zones, joint worship can 

reinvigorate kavannah in minyanim after the sibling partnership disbands.  As rabbis 

increasingly encounter the congregational disinterest in prayer that Jeremy Kalmanofsky 

identifies as “stale,” they confront the need to generate new methods for intensifying 
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enthusiasm for God.46  Joint worship with Christians provides an untapped resource for 

developing strategies to enhance the liturgical life of the synagogue. 

While interfaith worship may seem like a step toward assimilation, the benefits it 

offers the Jewish community actually manifest by strengthening Jewish identity and 

religious connection.  Of course, without a prior congregational commitment to Jewish-

Christian relations, joint prayer services will struggle to inspire development since these 

communities’ characters demonstrate an inherent disinclination toward the project before 

it even starts.  For these congregations, the first phase of dialogue still remains unfulfilled 

and should be the singular focus prior to worship.  Those groups already dedicated to 

interfaith discourse, however, become the subject for this project.  Preexisting 

commitment ensures that communities recognize the benefits of engagement; only then 

does the Jewish community stand firm in its identity despite intimate contact with the 

Other.  Awareness of the how to walk the line between assimilation and separation 

ensures that through joint worship, Jewish identity in the face of the Other not only 

survives but thrives. 

 

CONCLUSION 

By coming together under religious auspices, Jews and Christians face new 

challenges and the potential for new directions.  Whereas the previous stage of relations 

involved philosophical encounters and educational opportunities, the next wave focuses 

instead on theology.  With this movement toward the center-right, more adherents on 

both sides will become able to participate.  Introducing God into the conversation and 
                                                

46 Kalmanofsky, “Ishei Israel,” 51. 
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seeking a triangular relationship between Jews, Christians, and their shared deity, 

increase the depth of the connection and the potential for substantive religious 

understanding.  While multiple spheres potentially exist for this dialogue to occur, 

worship—through its theological intentionality, God-centrism, and communal format—

offers substantial potential as a mechanism for relational growth.  By bringing the Jew 

face-to-face with both the Other and with God, co-worship strengthens Jewish identity 

while deepening the communal connection to the deity.  It bridges the “holy nation” with 

the Gentiles while maintaining a distinction between the two siblings who seek only to 

learn from each other and to connect with God.  It moves past dialogue into a new phase 

of relations—that of divine trialogue.
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