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The claim that I would like to defend in this paper is simply that the Jewish Jesus 

is a liberal Protestant Jesus.  In an important sense this statement should be 

uncontroversial. The contention that Jesus was a Jew whose teachings affirmed Jewish 

practice and tradition, originated in the Protestant academy as an historical claim whose 

aim it was to distinguish the historical Jesus from the subsequent history of Christianity.  

As Susannah Heschel has shown, Abraham Geiger’s Jewish Jesus is the quintessential 

liberal Protestant Jesus in that Geiger re-imagines Jesus much like his Protestant 

contemporaries did, as a moral exemplar that reflected the ethical ideals of pure 

monotheism.1  Where Geiger differed from his Protestant contemporaries was in insisting 

on Jesus’ fundamental Jewishness and by implication on the perversion of Jesus’ 

teachings that defines Christianity and its history.   

Since Geiger (and actually Moses Mendelssohn before him), many modern 

Jewish thinkers of a variety of different ideological stripes have made arguments for 

Jesus’ Jewishness. In fact, it is not an exaggeration to suggest that claiming the Jewish 

Jesus has, for three hundred plus years now, been a staple of modern Jewish thought. And 

while I certainly do not mean to suggest that all modern Jewish claims about the Jewish 

Jesus are the same—there certainly are differences—I do think it is fair to say that almost 

all modern Jewish constructions of a Jewish Jesus implicitly, if not explicitly, rest on a 

distinction between the historical Jesus (as opposed to a Christian Jesus) who makes 

possible the reimagining of Judaism and Jewishness in the modern world.  This is the 
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case for German-Jewish thinkers such as Mendelssohn, Geiger, Heinrich Graetz, and 

Hermann Cohen, Zionist Jewish thinkers as different as Joseph Klausner and Uri Zvi 

Greenberg and American Jewish thinkers as different as Kaufman Kohler and Yitz 

Greenberg. 

Given the amount of attention that has been devoted to understanding Jesus in 

modern Jewish thought, the claim that the Jewish Jesus is Protestant Jesus is not 

particularly interesting.  Yet building upon the impressive scholarship focused on the 

reclamation of the Jewish Jesus in modern Jewish thought, I would like to move a step 

beyond the historical recognition that the Jewish Jesus was born in the Protestant 

academy toward a genealogical exploration of the philosophical and theological 

conditions that make the Jewish Jesus possible in the first place.  Put somewhat 

differently, my question is: why does Jesus provide so many modern Jewish thinkers with 

various solutions to questions of modern Jewish identity and meaning, when Jesus was 

such a problem for pre-modern Jewish thinkers?  My answer, as I hope to explain, is that 

Jesus is a solution (and not a problem) for modern Jewish thinkers because modern 

Jewish thinkers are not concerned with the question of the nature of God, as their 

medieval predecessors were, but rather with the question of the nature of the human 

being.  This is the case not only for modern Jewish thinkers who, in one way or another, 

easily identify with the liberal Protestant focus on individual conscience and choice but 

more tellingly for modern Jewish thinkers who attempt to break from this legacy of 

Protestant modernity.  To understand the inability of modern Jewish thinkers to genuinely 

consider the nature of the divine, even when they try to, is to appreciate the deeply 

Protestant nature of Jewish modernity and of modern Jewish thought.   
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To make this argument I turn, in part one of this paper, to the philosophy of 

Emmanuel Levinas and to the theology of Michael Wyschogrod, two late twentieth-

century Jewish thinkers who, more than others, attempt to break with the liberal 

Protestant focus on individual conscience and choice and thereby return Jewish thought 

to what each claims is its proper origins.  Strikingly, Levinas and Wyschogrod argue not 

for a “Jewish Jesus” on the basis of the historical fact that Jesus was a Jew but rather for, 

in Levinas’s case, a philosophy of incarnation and, in Wyschogrod’s case, a theology of 

incarnation.  In the second part of the paper, I will argue that we can only understand 

Levinas’s and Wyschgrod’s claims in light of Luther’s two-nature and two-kingdom 

doctrines and Kant’s subsequent metaphysical transformation of these doctrines.  In the 

conclusion of this paper, I will consider the implications of this argument for 

understanding the Protestant nature of modern Jewish thought. 

Part One: Levinas, Wyschogrod, and Incarnation 

In many ways the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas and the theology of Michael 

Wyschogrod could not be more different. Levinas defines Judaism as ethics, which he 

contrasts with what he calls Martin Heidegger’s pagan philosophy.  Wyschogrod rejects 

precisely the equation of Judaism with ethics and expresses his explicit affinity with 

Heidegger, contending that: “The being of Israel is embodied being.  Jewish theology can 

therefore never become pure self-consciousness.”2  Levinas’s God is a God beyond 

being.  Wyschogrod’s God is a vulnerable being who loves his chosen people more than 

he loves others.  For Levinas, the election of the Jewish people represents the 

responsibility that each and every human being has for all others.  To be responsible, 
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Levinas maintains, is to be “chosen without choosing.”3  For Wyschogrod, Jewish 

election means this and only this: “The Jewish people is the dwelling place of Hashem.”4   

Not surprisingly, Levinas and Wyschogrod come to their conclusions on the basis 

of fundamentally different premises.  For Levinas, philosophy and philosophical analysis 

are the final judges of truth.  In Levinas’s words, “I have never aimed explicitly to 

‘harmonize’…both traditions [Judaism and philosophy].  If they happen to be in harmony 

it is probably because every philosophical thought rests on pre-philosophical experiences, 

and…the bible has belonged to these founding experiences.”5  For Levinas, philosophy 

derives from religion but philosophy also gives direction and purpose to religion.  

Wyschogrod, in contrast, rejects any notion that philosophy or even interpretation has any 

legitimate role to play in determining the nature of God, Judaism, and the Jewish people.  

In Wyschogrod’s words, God, Judaism, and the Jewish people are “not grounded in some 

alleged eternal verities of reason or on some noble and profound religious sensibility that 

is shared by men or by a spiritual elite, but on a movement of God toward man as 

witnessed in scripture.”6  

Given their profound differences—on the natures of God, the human being, the 

Jewish people, and faith and reason—it is all the more remarkable that Levinas’ 

philosophy and Wyschogrod’s theology share descriptive image from which all of their 

other themes can be understood.  Each of their respective worldviews is an attempt to 

appropriate (or re-appropriate?) a notion of incarnation.  Whereas Abraham Geiger’s 

Jewish Jesus, for all of its polemical power, expressed a faith in both historical study and 

in historical progress, Levinas’s and Wyschogrod’s turn not to Jesus but to incarnation 

reflects precisely a disillusionment with both history and any notion of human progress.  



  5 

Despite their radically different conclusions, both Levinas and Wyschogrod turn to 

incarnation as a response to their shared bitter disappointment with the promises of 

modernity.  But before turning to their respective conceptions of incarnation, let us 

consider Levinas’s and Wyschogrod’s shared disillusionment with reason, progress, and 

modernity.   

The central philosophical question for Levinas is whether the Holocaust makes 

ethics meaningless.  As he puts in the first line of the preface to Totality and Infinity: 

“Everyone will readily agree that it is of the highest importance to know whether we are 

not duped by morality.”7   To answer this question, Levinas insists that the trinity of the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man--freedom, equality, and fraternity—have failed 

humanity and need to be rethought and re-described.8  Levinas connects an uncritical 

affirmation of these ideals of liberalism to Cain’s murder of his brother Abel: “human 

brotherhood—conceived with the sober coldness of Cain—is not a sufficient reason for 

me to be responsible….  The sober coldness of Cain consists in conceiving responsibility 

as proceeding from freedom in terms of a contract.  But responsibility for another comes 

from what is prior to my freedom….  Responsibility does not come from fraternity, but 

fraternity denotes responsibility for another, antecedent to my freedom.”9  That moral 

responsibility is prior to human freedom, and in fact is a condition for human freedom, is 

Levinas’s response to the Nazi genocide.  We have not been duped by morality, Levinas 

argues, because morality is not disproven by murder.  

Levinas’s claim is that the mundane fact of murder actually shows that murder is 

not possible from a moral point of view.  Again, with reference to Cain, Levinas writes: 

“For in reality, murder is possible, but it is possible only when one has not looked the 
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Other in the face.  The impossibility of killing is not real, but moral.  The fact that the 

vision of the face is not an experience, but a moving out of oneself, a contact with 

another being and not simply a sensation of self, is attested to by the ‘purely moral’ 

character of this impossibility…. ‘You shall not kill’ does not conform to the scheme of 

our normal relations with the words, in which the subject knows or absorbs its object like 

a nourishment, the satisfaction of a need.   It does not return to its point of departure to 

become self-contentment, self-enjoyment, or self-knowledge.  It inaugurates the spiritual 

journey of man.”10  

Levinas continually identifies Judaism as the religious and philosophical source of 

this ethical responsibility prior to freedom.  Levinas characterizes Judaism as a “religion 

for adults,” which he contrasts to what he calls the childish religion of Christianity, which 

seeks childish comfort in a supernatural God.  In this context is all the more remarkable 

that Levinas uses the term incarnation to describe his reworked conception of ethical 

responsibility.   

The body is…an irrecusable exigency of the other, a duty overflowing my 

being, a duty becoming a debt and an extreme passivity prior to the 

tranquility, still quite relative, in the inertia and materiality of things at 

rest….  Here what is due goes beyond having, but makes giving possible.  

This recurrence is incarnation.  In it the body which makes giving possible 

makes one other without alienating.  For this other is the heart, and the 

goodness, of the same, the inspiration or the very psyche of the soul.11 

For Levinas, ethical responsibility is incarnation in that the other is in me.  Incarnation is 

not, however, the emptying of the self.  It is not altruism.  Rather, I only become uniquely 
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me when the other enters what I had previously understood as only my body.  Incarnation 

means that the other exists in me but does not overwhelm my capacity for agency.  

Already we hear echoes of Luther’s two-nature doctrine in Levinas’s conception of 

incarnation.  We will return to Luther after we consider Wyschogrod’s claims about 

incarnation.   

As mentioned above, Wyschogrod maintains that Heidegger’s philosophy, far 

from being antithetical to Judaism, can actually lead Jewish thinkers, such as himself, 

back to a truer conception of God’s special relationship to the Jewish people.   For 

Wyschogrod, this means first and foremost the necessary rejection on any posited 

correlation between Judaism and rationality or between Judaism and ethics.  Wyschogrod 

particularly opposes Maimonides’s rejection of anthropomorphism but his ultimate 

concern is with the entire tradition of modern Jewish thought beginning with Moses 

Mendelssohn that sought to justify the Jewish religion on the basis of the epistemological 

and political standards of the Enlightenment: reason and universality.  

The Jewish God, according to Wyschogrod, is a personal God who loves his 

chosen people passionately and, indeed, erotically.  Wyschogrod is at great pains to 

distinguish between Christian Agape and Jewish Eros.  Agape, argues Wyschogrod, is 

not ultimately love because “Undifferentiated love, love that is dispensed equally to all, 

must be love that does not meet the individual in his individuality but sees him as a 

member of a species, whether that species be the working class, the poor, those created in 

the image of God, or what not.”12  Wyschogrod acknowledges that a God who loves 

some people more than others is a difficult concept for modern people to swallow.  Yet 

he insists that far from limiting God’s love or making God’s love a scarce resources, 
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God’s special love for the people of Israel actually makes it possible for God truly to love 

all of humanity: 

When we grasp that the election of Israel flows from the fatherhood that 

extends to all created in God’s image, we find ourselves tied to all men in 

brotherhood, as Joseph, favored by his human father, ultimately found 

himself tied to his brothers. And when man contemplates this mystery, 

that the Eternal One, the creator of heaven and earth, chose to become the 

father of his creatures instead of remaining self-sufficient unto himself, as 

is the Absolute of the philosophers, there wells up in man that praise that 

has become so rare yet remains so natural.13 

Wyschogrod’s characterization of the Jewish people is even more radical than his 

characterization of the Jewish God.  As the title of his magnum opus, The Body of Faith, 

suggests, the Jewish people are literally the body of faith.  God, for Wyschogrod, literally 

dwells within the Jewish people:  

It is of course necessary to mumble a formula of philosophic correction. 

No space can contain God, he is above space, etc., etc. But this mumbled 

formula, while required, must not be overdone. It must not transform the 

God of Israel into a spatial and meta-temporal Absolute.... With all the 

philosophic difficulties duly noted, the God of Israel is a God who enters 

space and time…. God dwells not only in the spirit of Israel… he also 

dwells in their bodies.14 

Despite Wyschogrod’s sharp contrast between eros and Agape, and between Judaism and 

Christianity respectively, the connection between “the body of faith” and a Christian 
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conception of incarnation is obvious, and Wyschogrod acknowledges as much in The 

Body of Faith: “The Christian proclamation that God became flesh in the person of Jesus 

of Nazareth is but a development of the basic thrust of the Hebrew Bible, God’s 

movement toward humankind…. At least in this respect, the difference between Judaism 

and Christianity is one of degree rather than kind.”  Elsewhere, Wyschogrod goes further 

by maintaining that there is no reason that Jews ought by definition to reject the 

incarnation of Christ.  The reason Jews do not accept Christ is simply because they do 

“not hear this story, because the Word of God as it [the Jewish people] hears it does not 

tell it and because Jewish faith does not testify to it” (AP, p. 215).   

Before attempting to understand Wyschogrod’s view of Jewish incarnation in 

greater depth, we need to note one more strikingly parallel between his and Levinas’s 

claims about incarnation.  For Wyschogrod the Nazi genocide does not undermine but 

confirms his argument about Jewish chosenness: 

sin does not drive Hashem out of the world completely.  Only the 

destruction of the Jewish people does.  Hitler understood that.  He knew 

that it was insufficient to cancel the teachings of Jewish morality and to 

substitute for it the new moral order of the superman. It was not only 

Jewish values that needed to be eradicated but Jews had to be murdered.  

There are no Jewish values without Jews, and the most convincing 

intellectual refutation of Jewish values is worthless as long as the Jewish 

face is seen in the world.15 

Note the parallel Levinas’s and Wyschogrod’s arguments.  Levinas claims that, as a 

material reality, murder actually reflects the greater ethical truth that stands at the heart of 
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human existence: murder is ethically impossible because it is an attempt by one subject to 

annihilate another.  Murder presumes that another person is graspable and that when 

grasped can be eliminated. But the other is not something I can bring under my purview. 

Wyschogrod claims that Hitler’s attempt to annihilate the Jewish people testifies not to 

God’s abandonment of the Jewish people but rather to God’s love of the Jewish people.  

According to Wyschogrod, Hitler rightly understood God’s physical presence in the 

physical reality of Jewish people.  Hitler rightly understood that the only way to vanquish 

God from the world was to murder the Jews.  Just as Levinas maintains that the victims 

of the Nazi genocide testify to this truth of ethics, so too Wyschogrod maintains that 

Hitler’s murder of six million Jews testifies to God’s special love for the Jewish people. 

 
Part Two: Levinas, Wyschogrod, and the Post-Protestant Character of Modern 
Jewish Thought 
 

  In the previous section, I tried to show that despite their profound differences, 

Levinas’s and Wyschogrod’s arguments are strikingly similar in a number of ways.  First, 

both of their arguments are premised on a profound disappointment with the false 

promises of modern universalism and both seek to show that the Nazi genocide neither 

refutes nor alters the unchanging truths of their respective conceptions of Jewish 

revelation.  Second, as an alternative to modern universalism, both make arguments for 

the primacy of Jewish election, albeit very different ones.  Levinas’s notion of election 

extends to the very definition of human subjectivity.  Each human being is uniquely elect 

and responsible for all others.  Wyschogrod, on the other hand, maintains that the Jews, 

and only the Jews, are elect.  Third, while both are otherwise at pains to distinguish 
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Judaism from Christianity, both describe their conceptions of election in terms of 

incarnation.   

 Our question now becomes: why incarnation? We have seen that Levinas and 

Wyschogrod both turn to incarnation in order to return to what each claims is the true 

meaning of Jewish revelation and both consider this return the proper antidote to the 

perils of modernity.  I would like to suggest, however, that, somewhat ironically, 

Levinas’s and Wyschogrod’s turn to incarnation shows them to be the very creatures of 

modernity that they each hope to overcome.  More specifically, my claim is that 

Levinas’s and Wyschogrod’s notions of incarnation can only be understood in the context 

of Luther’s doctrines of two natures and two kingdoms, and Kant’s subsequent 

transformation and generalization of Luther’s metaphysical doctrines.  Let me explain. 

 Two aspects of Luther’s two-nature doctrine are essential for appreciating  

Kant’s argument, which I will suggest is indispensable for understanding both Levinas’s 

and Wyschogrod’s respective claims about incarnation.  First, Luther’s doctrine is that in 

becoming man and being crucified, Jesus combined two natures in one person.  Each of 

these natures—human and divine—has its own substance but both were united in Christ.  

Second, the union of divine and human nature in Christ is necessary according to Luther 

because if God was not man and if man was not God, then salvation from sin would not 

be possible.   In and of itself, Luther’s view of Christ’s two natures is no different from 

Catholic doctrine.  The difference comes from Luther’s shift away from the Catholic 

focus on Christ as redeemer, mediator and high priest to Christ as vicarious “impletor 

legis.”  For Luther, the affirmation of two natures in one is intimately tied to the notion of 

salvation in that one (i.e. Jesus).    
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 A brief consideration of Luther’s doctrine of two kingdoms makes this shift all 

the more apparent.  As Luther famously put it: “we must divide all the children of Adam 

and all mankind into two classes, the first belonging to the kingdom of God, the second to 

the kingdom of the world. Those who belong to the kingdom of God are all the true 

believers who are in Christ and under Christ.”16  The important point for our purposes is 

that for Luther, Christ—as both human and divine—is the only point of connection 

between the two kingdoms.  And it is only through faith in Christ that any Christian may 

have access to the kingdom of heaven, however incomplete.  For Luther, no person, 

institution, or sacrament mediates the two kingdoms.  Let us recall Luther’s rejection of 

the Catholic distinction between the “spiritual estate” and the “temporal estate”:   “It is 

pure invention that pope, bishop and monks are called the spiritual estate, while princes, 

lords, artisans and farmers are called the temporal estate….  All Christians are truly of the 

spiritual estate, and there is no difference between them except that of function….  This 

is because we have one baptism, one gospel and one faith, and are all Christians, just the 

same as each other; for baptism, gospel and faith alone make us spiritual and a Christian 

people.”17   

 In his Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, Kant repeats and transforms 

Luther’s twofold move.  In the twentieth-century, Kant’s Religion has most often been 

read as an attempt to purify Christian theology by reducing Christian doctrine to morality.  

Kant’s purpose, many have assumed, is to get rid of creed and ritual in order to make 

room for an autonomous ethics based in reason.  But a growing body of scholarship has 

convincingly suggested that Kant and Leibniz before him “regarded their ‘natural 

theologies’ as new moral theologies for public life, shifting the locus of salvation to 
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metaphysics itself.”18  In particular, the metaphysics of both Leibniz and Kant should be 

understood as a transformation, indeed a generalization, of Luther’s metaphysical view of 

Christ’s two natures.19  Summing up Kant’s employment of Luther’s metaphysical 

doctrine, Ian Hunter writes: “In fact Kant superimposes the Christological doctrine of 

Christ’s divine and human natures onto the metaphysical doctrine of man’s noumenal and 

phenomenal natures, thereby conceiving of moral renewal as a kind of secular spiritual 

rebirth taking place via philosophy within the person.”20   

Let us briefly turn to Kant, who begins section one of book two of Religion 

Within the Limits of Reason Alone with reference to John 3:16, “For God so loved the 

world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not 

perish, but have everlasting life.”  Kant then writes: 

Now it is our universal duty as men to elevate ourselves to this ideal of 

moral perfection, that is, to this archetype of the moral disposition in all its 

purity—and for this the idea itself, which reason presents to us for our 

zealous emulation, can give us power.  But just because we are not the 

authors of this idea, and because it has established itself in man without 

our comprehending how human nature could have been capable of 

receiving it, it is more appropriate to say that his archetype has come down 

to us from heaven and has assumed our humanity…  Many may then hope 

to become acceptable to God (and so be saved) through a practical faith in 

this Son of God (so far as He is represented as having taken upon Himself 

man’s nature).  In other words, he [the human being], and he [the human 

being] alone, is entitled to look upon himself as an object not unworthy of 
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divine approval who is conscious of such a moral disposition as enables 

him to have a well-grounded confidence in himself and to believe that, 

under like temptations and afflictions (so far as these are made the 

touchstone of the idea), he would be loyal unswervingly to the archetype 

of humanity and, by faithful imitation, remain true to his exemplar.21    

While many have seen Kant’s description of Christ as ornamental in relation to his more 

fundamental moral theory, it is perhaps more accurate to describe Kant’s moral theory as 

parasitic on his description of Christ.  Kant’s notion of the moral law as a self-legislating 

law only makes sense in the context of his transformation of Luther’s two-nature 

doctrine.  Self-legislation means that the moral law, e.g. the “archetype of moral 

disposition,” e.g. “pure intellectual intuition,” is unified within a particular individual.  

How does this happen?  Through reason—and in this philosophy replaces faith as a 

means toward salvation.  Luther had claimed that Christ unites divine and human nature 

in himself and that only through faith in Christ the individual is saved.  Kant now 

maintains that each individual ought to unite the pure intellectual intuition of the moral 

law with his own particular self and be saved through philosophy.  For Kant, 

contemplative self-purification becomes the ethos of salvation and any attempt to ground 

ethics in external conduct is eliminated.  Here Kant uses and transforms Luther’s doctrine 

of two kingdoms as well.  In Kant’s words in Religion: “A juridico-civil (political) 

condition [Zustand] is the relation of men to each other in which they all alike stand 

socially under public juridical laws (which are, as a class, laws of coercion).  An ethico-

civil condition is that in which they are united under non-coercive laws, i.e., laws of 
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virtue alone.22  Kant’s divorce of “ethics” and “politics” has of course had major 

consequences for almost all modern debates about ethics and politics.   

Hunter’s description of the Kantian project as attempting a “moral renewal as a 

kind of secular spiritual rebirth taking place via philosophy within the person” could 

equally apply to the role that “incarnation” plays in Levinas’s philosophy.  Incarnation, 

for Levinas, is the way in which I am for the other.  As the ethical relation, incarnation 

also fuses the human with the divine.  The trace of the other is divine and the only 

meaning the divine trace can have, for Levinas, is an ethical meaning.  In this important 

sense, ethics, Levinas’s main theme, is the fusing of divine and human nature.  

Incarnation is my spiritual rebirth but this rebirth is at one and the same time secular in 

that it can and does only concern human relations.  Note the parallels between Kant’s 

notion of Christ’s analogical meaning and his conception of morality as a self-legislating 

law with Levinas’s notion of incarnation and his conception of law.  In Levinas words: 

I find the order [of law] in my response itself, which, as a sign given to the 

neighbor, as a “here I am,” brings me out of invisibility, out of the shadow 

in which my responsibility could have been evaded….  No structure is set 

up with a correlate….  Authority is not somewhere, where a look could go 

seek it, like an idol, or assume it like a logos.  It is not only outside of all 

intuition, but outside of all thematization, even that of symbolism.  It is the 

pure trace of a ‘wandering cause,’ inscribed in me.23 

For Levinas, as for Kant, philosophy is the mediating force that affects this spiritual 

change that allows the divine and human, the other and the self, to exist “in me.”   
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Let us turn now to Wyschogrod.  One might think that because Wyschogrod, in 

contrast to Levinas, rejects the equation of Judaism and philosophy that he is immune to 

the Kantian framework that we have just explored.  Yet Wyschogrod’s theology is 

Protestant through and through.  To some extent this claim isn’t surprising.  Wyschogrod 

explicitly announces that his Jewish theological musings were prompted by his study of 

perhaps the most important 20th century theologian, Karl Barth, who was, of course, a 

student of Kant’s (a subject beyond the scope of this paper).  According to Wyschogrod 

Barth recognizes that the fundamental basis of Christian life is, in Wyschogrod’s words, 

“obedient listening to the Word of God.”24  The Body of Faith is testament to what 

Wyschogrod has learned from Barth: the basis of Wyschogrod’s claims, as he explicitly 

states, is the Bible.  And his rejection of the Jewish philosophical tradition is based on 

Wyschogrod’s obedient “listening to the Word of God.”  As a number of critics have 

rightly noted, “obedient listening to the Word of God” is not a Jewish (or a Catholic) 

view.  Rather, as Barth certainly emphasized, “obedient listening to the Word of God” is 

nothing other than Luther’s notion of Sola scriptura.  The irony that Wyschogrod calls 

himself an Orthodox Jewish theologian on this basis of this hermeneutic is clear.   

My interest, however, is not so much in this hermeneutical issue but in 

Wyschogrod’s more specific incarnational description of the Jewish people as the Body 

of Faith.  As we have discussed, Wyschogrod acknowledges a continuum between the 

Jewish people as the Body of Faith and Jesus as God incarnate.  In and of itself this is 

not, at least from a scholarly perspective, a controversial view.  As, for instance, Elliot 

Wolfson and others have shown, theophanic images are part and parcel of rabbinic 

thought.  More specifically, in medieval mysticism Wolfson writes: “The equation of 
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Torah and YHVH suggests a form of incarnation predicated on the assumption that the 

nature of corporeality in its most fundamental sense is linked to letters.”25  Yet I would 

like to suggest that Wyschogrod’s conception of “The Body of Faith” is different from 

previous Jewish incarnational views and can only be understood in the context of Kant 

and post-Kantian/post-Protestant philosophy.   

Just as Kant understands Christ as the combination of phenomenal and noumenal 

natures, and Levinas describes “incarnation” as the combination of the self and the other, 

so too Wyschogrod maintains that the body of faith combines the human and the divine. 

For Wyschogrod, divine revelation, by way of God’s erotic love for Abraham, enters into 

the biological order and begets the body of faith.  In this connection, Wyschogrod’s view 

of conversion is particularly relevant.  Conversion to Judaism, he suggests, is possible but 

we must understand it as a miracle—because only a miracle can make the natural 

supernatural as well.   

In form, Wyschogrod already sounds a lot like Kant and Levinas.  And in content 

he sounds even more like Luther. As we saw above for Luther the affirmation of two 

natures in Christ is intimately tied to the notion of salvation in Christ. For Wyschogrod, 

not only is the body of faith the combination of divine and human nature but the body of 

faith itself is also the source of salvation.  Here is how Wyschogrod puts it: “Separated 

from the Jewish people, nothing is Judaism.  If anything, it is the Jewish people that is 

Judaism.”26 Wychogrod maintains that Judaism is not the Torah (understood as 

knowledge, law, ritual or anything else) but only the Jewish people.  This is an odd claim 

for a self-avowed “Orthodox” theologian.  It sounds more like Ahad Ha’am or Mordecai 

Kaplan, whose shared premise was that modernity has made belief in a supernatural God 
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obsolete.  Yet within the context of Luther’s two-nature doctrine Wyschogrod’s argument 

makes sense. Not only is the body of faith constituted by divine and human nature but the 

body of faith is also the locus of salvation. 

But there is a major difference between Wyschogrod and Luther (and Barth).  

Again, for Luther the affirmation of two natures in one is intimately tied to the notion of 

salvation in that one (i.e. Jesus).  However, Christ is still separate from the believer.  This 

is the basis of faith: to have faith in Jesus is precisely not to believe in oneself.  For 

Wyschogrod, in contrast, the body of faith believes in itself.  Jewish faith is the Jewish 

people’s belief in the very being of the Jewish people.  Indeed, Wyschogrod’s very 

premise does not admit any other possible conclusion.  This is where Wyschogrod’s 

Protestant hermeneutic, i.e. his implicit affirmation of Sola scriptura, converges with his 

definition of the body of faith.  The Bible, on Wyschogrod’s reading, allows only one 

meaning: a personal God with human qualities and human emotions falls in love with 

Abraham who (literally) fathers the body of faith.  On Wyschogrod’s reading, there is 

simply no room for any other interpretation, rabbinic, mystical, philosophical or 

otherwise.  Ironically, by making the Jewish people Judaism, Wyschogrod’s theology, 

whose sole purpose is to not shy away from God’s scandalous love for the people of 

Israel, ends up removing God from the conversation. Wyschogrod’s incarnational 

theology, like Levinas’s incarnational philosophy, cannot but affirm the very position it 

seeks to reject: belief in the human at the cost of the divine.   For both Wyschogrod and 

Levinas, the Jewish Jesus is neither ‘the living bread that came down from heaven” nor 

has Christ given his flesh for “the life of the world” (John 6:51).  Rather, the Jewish Jesus 
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is a liberal Protestant Jesus through whom the individual justifies himself or his 

community. 

Conclusion: Why does this matter? 

 I began this paper with the question of why, in contrast to medieval Jewish 

philosophy and classical Jewish thought, Jesus is not a problem for modern Jewish 

philosophers and theologians but rather a solution of sorts.  I have tried to answer this 

question by suggesting that whereas pre-modern Jewish polemics against Jesus were 

based on various objections to various Christian claims about Jesus’s divinity, modern 

Jewish discussions of Jesus are based the implicit notion that when speaking about God 

we are actually speaking about ourselves. Jesus is not a problem for modern Jewish 

philosophers and theologians because they are not concerned with the question of the 

nature of God, as their medieval predecessors were, but instead with the question of the 

nature of the human being. 

 To be clear, I do not offer this reading of modern Jewish thinking about Jesus as a 

criticism of modern Jewish thought or even to suggest that modern Jewish thought is not 

authentically Jewish.  Rather, my interest is in what Krister Stendahl has famously called  

“the introspective conscience of the west” in which “the line of Luther appears to be the 

obvious one.  This is true not only among those who find themselves more or less 

dogmatically bound by the confessions of the Reformation.  It is equally true about the 

average student of ‘all the great books’ in a College course, or the agnostic Westerner in 

general.”27  We can add modern Jewish thinking about Jesus to the list of those for whom 

“the line of Luther appears to be the obvious one.”   
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