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desired culture: the West. The look at the floating church, in Goldbergs case,
expresses perhaps less a nostalgic sentiment than a desire for a cultural and
aesthetic world that was left in the West, while the poet herself emigrated
eastward. While Goldberg longs for Furopean culture, Yeshurun laments the
Yiddish one.

Though the younger generation of Israeli writers embraced Yeshurun for
his lament over Jesus, these writers longed more for Leah Goldberg’s Euro-
pean Jesus than for Yeshurun’s Yiddish Jesus. In this respect, Yeshurun dif-
fered not only from his own generation of writers, but also from those who
followed him. He offered a poeric use of the figure of Jesus unlike any other in
modern Jewish poetry.

Epilogue

The [ronic Gaze at
Brother Jesus

Don’t leave me alone with god!

My friends, don’t leave me
Alone wirh god!

(HANOCH LEVIN, The Sorrows of Job, 36)

The Crucifixion
a dress rebearsal,
delayed ignition,

musical version

Jesus super-double.

(DAVID AVIDAN, Principal Poems)

AS WE HAVE seen throughout this book, for twentieth-century Jewish
writers, the figure of Jesus functions as a kind of mirror reflecting the image—
and in many cases the desired self—of the author. In this final chapter I would
like to discuss another mode of this reflection, which I will call here “the
ironic gaze.” Irony is a situation of incompatibility between competing mean-
ings, between proffered and implied alternatives.! The basic feature of irony is
its dual structure: it assumes a conflict between two orders.? This gap of
meaning creates a “space” berween what is said and what the readers know to
be the truth or the norm. The intention beyond what is stated needs to be
reconstructed by the readers. An ironic statement or situation therefore calls
for: a) recognition of the tension between reality and its representation, and
b) reconciliation of this tension by reconstrucring the hidden meaning, what

we assume to be the real intention of the author. This duality in the nature of
irony, along with its ability to hide the real intention of the author while

making it available only o certain readers, is perhaps one of the reasons for its

attractiveness in general, and its appeal to Jewish writers who wrote about

Jesus in particular. Employing the ironic gaze as a mode of representation
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involves a choice to write abourt Jesus to two communities of readers. This
could be read as a division berween Jewish and non-Jewish readers, but on a
deeper and more interesting level, it also distinguishes between “sophisti-
cated” readers, perhaps conscious of the irony, and more naive readers, who
most likely will not recognize it.

Ironic representations, perhaps more than any other mode of representa-
tion we have dealt with in this book, may provide us with a glimpse of what
the Jewish writers #ruly thought about Jesus. This may sound a bt far-fetched,
but as Wayne Booth suggests in his discussion of irony’s rhetorical power, our
ability to determine that a statement or a dramatic situation is ironic depends
on our assumption that the author meant it to be that way:

No matter how firmly I am convinced that a statement is absurd or il-
logical or just plain false, I must somehow determine whether what I
reject is also rejected by the author, and whether he has reason to expect
my concurrence. ... Dealing with irony shows us the sense in which our
court of final appeal is still a conception of the author; when we are
pushed about any “obvious interpretation” we finally want to be able to
say, “It is inconceivable that the author could have put these words to-
gether in this order without having intended this precise ironic stroke.”

In our case, irony may serve as a tool for examining the emotions, and
perhaps even the state of mind, that are absent and yet somehow resonate in
the works we have addressed. Indeed, most of this book assumes certain sen-
timents toward Jesus. In this last chapter I argue that such latent sentiments
come to the foreground in texts where the ironic mode calls attention to the
conflict between the authors’ stated and unstated intentions. In a sense, irony
provided Jewish writers with the freedom to take a stand on the question of
Jesus’ metaphysical nature. As we have seen in some of the works discussed in
chapters 1 and 2, this was not the case for many writers—at least not many of
those born and raised in Europe.

Perhaps even more importantly, the ironic mode may reveal the authors’
assumptions regarding readers’ ability to read beyond what is said. The writers’
trust in readers’ capability to capture the ironic meaning assumes that a cer-
tain type of reader shares the writers’ norms and social, cultural, and religious
values. In this respect, irony forces us to examine identity in the broadest
terms.” And when dealing with the question of Jewish representations of
Jesus, irony pushes us to examine the collective identity. According to Jona-
than Culler, our perception of irony depends on a series of cultural norms,
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which we assume that we share with the narrator.’ The writer himself, I would
add, relies on this series of cultural norms and expecrations. He needs these
norms both in order to break them and in order to create the assumption of
shared values, which guarantees thar his readers will be able to recognize the
irony and reconstruct the meaning beyond it. In a sense, irony allows the
writer to engage in an indirect and sophisticated dialogue with his readers.

Indeed, as Booth stresses, “irony is such a powerful weapon so much enjoyed
by authors and readers alike. Perhaps no other form of human communication
does so much with such speed and economy” This is true of many modern
works, but in the case of modern Jewish authors writing about Jesus, the
“weapon” of irony allowed the forbidden to be urtered. Moreover, in some cases
ironic representation prompts a reflexive look in the mirror, providing readers
who “get” the irony with a new way of thinking about their own assumprtions.

Emphasizing the role of the reader in the process of recognizing irony,
Culler states:

The irony of a text offers a more complex dialectic: the mind does not
simply judge itself and judge itself judging itself; it must judge the text
against expectations which result from judging the text and must judge
itself judging the text against those expectations.”

An ironic representation thus results in a more conscious reading, and in
many cases, an even more conscious writing. This is why I reserved my discus-
sion of some of the more complicated and yet important works for this final
chaprer. A high level of self-awareness and conscious reading is crucial for
understanding the figure of Jesus in modern Jewish culcure. This concluding
chapter adds the ironic gaze, thereby bringing us a more conscious perspective
on our subject. Moreover, this new angle allows us to revisit the book’s prin-
cipal arguments and provide some closure.

Toldot Yeshu

One of the earliest Jewish attempts to address the Gospels’ story of Jesus is Toldoz
Yeshu [ The history of Jesus]. This is actually the title of a few different versions
of the story of Jesus’ life based on oral traditions composed sometime between
the third and seventh centuries.’ It does not belong to the corpus of works at the
center of this book; yet being among the first Jewish attempts to tell the story of
Jesus, and because of its influence on later Jewish writing on Jesus, I begin with
a brief discussion of this fascinating and, as we shall see, ironic text.
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Since Toldot Yeshu s the title of several combined compositions from dif-
ferent periods of time, we must be careful to avoid overgeneralizing, Yet it is
safe to say that its main purpose is to ridicule the figure of Jesus. In order to do
so, it subverts the Christian narrative of Jesus’ life, particularly the New Testa-
ment’s stories of his birth and death. The plot itself is similar to that of the
Gospels in terms of time and geography, but 7o/dor Yeshu hardly deals with
Jesus’ moral teachings and miracle making.’

Because of this ideologically motivated retelling, Toidot Yeshu is com-
monly referred to in scholarly discourse as a “counter-history;” a term coined
and applied to 7o/dot Yeshu by the late intellectual historian Amos Funken-
stein.'’ As he explains:

Counter-histories form a specific genre of history written since antiq-
uity. Their function is polemical. Their method consists of the system-
atic exploitation of the adversary’s most trusted sources against their
grain.. .. Their aim is the distortion of the adversary’s self-image, of his
identity, through the deconstruction of his memory. . ... [ Toldot Yeshu)
employed the sources of the adversary—in this case, the Gospels—in
order to turn Christian memory on its head."

Counter-histories, accordingto Funkenstein, are “inauthentic narratives”—
historical writings that lack basic grounding. He argues that “everything in
them is a reflective mirror” and that their authors subvert their own identities
as weak, since those who write counter-histories base their own identities on
the denial of the Other.”

One important device used in counter-history is irony. Indeed, in Zo/dor
Yeshu, irony is used to mock the figure of Jesus and to reconstruct the Chris-
tian story. Since this deviates from our main discussion, I shall present here
just one episode of several: the story of Jesus” death. Interestingly, To/dor Yeshu
uses the basic elements of the New Testament story, only to retell the story of
the crucifixion and reduce it to farce:

And then the sages put their hands on him and said: “You are Jesus the
seducer who makes people believe that he is the Son of God and a mes-
siah. Where are your miracles and wonders? At that time Jesus shud-
dered and stood frightened and dumb. . . . And Jesus knew that he
would be executed by stoning and would later be hanged on a tree, and
since he knew the pronouncement of the tetragrammaton, he adjured
all the trees not to receive him for hanging. And that day was Friday
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and the sages wished to hang him immediately, to fulfill the verse “and
you shall purge the evil from your midst” (Deuteronomy 21:21). And
they took him and tied him by his legs and hands and brought him
first to the stoning place. And they stoned him and he died. And just
before the evening they tried to hang him on a tree; bur the tree refused
to receive the corpse since the tree had been adjured—and so did all
the other trees. And the pupils of Jesus, who saw that the trees were not
willing to accept him, became emboldened, and said that this was
because Jesus was the son of God. But an old man was there, Rabbi
Judah of Bartota, who had a garden. In his garden there was a very
thick cabbage stalk. Since the cabbage-stalk is not a tree, it was not
adjured; and so they hanged Jesus on the cabbage-stalk, and it did not
break. And he was hanged on it till the late afternoon, and the boys
and the women threw stones and dust at him. And as the evening
came, the elders sent to take him down from the stalk, to fulfill the
verse “his body shall not remain overnight upon the tree, but you shall

bury it the same day (Deureronomy 21:23).”?

This story treats Jesus and the New Testament narrative of his agonizing
and heroic death ironically. The irony here emerges from the gap berween the
early and the later texts. This gap produces another story that reveals Jesus’
cowardice and fear of his own death, which was so great it led him to adjure
all the trees in order to avoid hanging. The narrator portrays Jesus as a Jewish
magician, rather than as himself possessing divine powers. He was not the
Messiah and was surely not the Son of God. Moreover, Jesus is portrayed as
careless, forgetting to include the cabbage stalk in his haste. Bur all this reveals
only the surface of the irony. To understand the deeper layer, let us have a
closer look at the biblical verses quoted.

But first, a small detour. The narrator of John had stressed that after the
crucifixion, the Roman soldiers, at the request of the Jewish elders, broke
the legs of the two thieves crucified on either side of Jesus, apparently in
order to hasten their deaths, and let them be buried before the Sabbath
(John 19:31-33). However, the soldiers, thinking that Jesus had already died,

did not break his limbs. At this point the narrator commented:

He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows
that he tells the truth—that you also may believe. For these things took
place that the scripture might be fulfilled “not a bone of him shall be
broken.” (John 19:35—36)
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The prohibition against breaking a bone in the passover sacrifice had appeared
in Exodus 12:46, which the narrator of John cired so as to present Jesus as the
new passover sacrifice.

The text of Toldot Yeshu follows John in describing the execution of Jesus
as fulfilling scripture. But the precepts observed were actually the command-
ments to purge evil (Deut. 21:21) and not to leave the body of an executed
criminal hanged overnight (21:23). Indeed, the passover sacrifice bears a
resemblance to the latter prohibition: one is not allowed to leave the meat of
the passover sacrifice overnight. Thus, the narrator of To/dot Yeshu suggests
that the crucifixion of Jesus fulfilled not the prohibition related to the pass-
over sacriftce, but rather a somewhat similar prohibition. This bold recon-
struction of the story of the crucifixion transforms Jesus from God’s sacrifice
for the sake of humanity into a common criminal (who should still be hon-
ored as a human being).

But 7oldot Yeshu's reconstruction of the crucifixion contains an even
deeper irony. Scripture provides an explanation for the prohibition against
letting the body of an executed criminal hang overnight: “ki kilelat Elohim
taluy” (Deuteronomy 21:22). That i, to let the criminal hang is to curse God,
insofar as it desccrates a human body created in God’s image. Jesus’ fol-
lowers, at least, considered him God. The narrator of Toldot Yeshu suggests
that Jesus did indeed have a divine element—just like the rest of humanity, for
all men are created in God’s image. Thus, while Christianity considers Jesus
superhuman and divine, 76/doz Yeshu allows him to achieve certain godly fea-

tures, but in a manner so degrading that he appears as barely human—and
thus barely divine.

Mocking Jesus’ Suffering

According to Ora Limor, Jesus is presented in To/dor Yeshu as a tragic hero,
bur “the author as well as the readers do not sympathize with Jesus, since
Toldot Yeshu is not a tragedy bur a satire”® Indeed, Jesus in Toldot Yeshu is not
a tragic hero, since the Jewish version of the Christian story omits the ago-
nizing, suffering aspects of his figure. Moreover, as we have justseen, it depicts
the elements associated with his suffering—parricularly its emblem, the
crucifixion—as a farce. The author does not sympathize with Jesus’ suffering
and even mocks it.

As we have seen throughout this book, what many modern Jewish
writers have taken from the Christian story and placed at the center of
their works is Jesus’ suffering. This suffering has become a symbol of human
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pain in general—and Jewish suffering at the hands of Christians in partic-
ular. But modern Jewish writers used Jesus' torment also to mock this
emblem, specifically by comparing it to the suffering of the Jewish people.
As we may recall, in his poem “Uri Zvi in front of the Cross INRI” Green-
berg portrays Jesus’ suffering on the cross as a spectacle, incomparable to
the real suffering of Jewish victims of pogroms and the pioneers’ struggles
and death by disease in the Land of Israel. Several of Greenberg’s other
early Yiddish poems use a similar ironic mode in regards to Jesus’ suffering.
As we saw in chapter 2, Greenberg mocks the false suffering of Jesus, pre-
senting him as a spoiled, self-centered idol. Greenberg explicitly ties Jesus’
inability to empathize with the suffering of others to his captivity inside
the walls of the Christian Church. The object of the irony in this case is not
so much Jesus’ suffering itself, but the use—and, in a sense, abuse—of Jesus
by institutional Christianiry.'®

Mocking Jesus’ torment is a typical theme in the poetry of many of
Greenberg’s Yiddish contemporaries as well. Writers such as Melech
Ravitch, Moshe Leyb Halpern, H. Leyvik, and Itzik Manger used the tor-
mented, agonized Christian image of the figure of Jesus to give voice to
their secular, humanistic worldview. In many cases, the comparison between
the agonizing Jesus and real human suffering stands at the center of this
ironic treatment.

An example is a thyming poem by the poet and playwright Irzik Manger
(1901~1969), “Di balade fun dem layzikn mit dem gekreytsikn” | “’The Ballad of
the Crucified and the Verminous Man”]. In it, a verminous man wakes the
crucified Jesus from his sleep and demands that he explain why his pain is
considered holier than the man’s pain:

“Forever a stranger, wherever I go,
Lice, flicker like stars, in my shirt they glow:

[..]

“There are pitying lips for each of your wounds;
How holy is your body, the crucified man.

For each of your thorns someone kneels,
How holy is your cross, the crucified one.

While I, like shadows or dogs that bark,

Or howl, abounded on roads after dark.”"
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Manger uses the dialogue between the verminous man and the crucified
to depict the everyday suffering of mankind. By comparing the verminous
man to the agonizing Jesus, he shifts our gaze from Jesus as the symbol of
eternal suffering to man’s everyday suffering. Similar to Greenberg, Manger
compares Jesus’ torment to that of humanity, but unlike Greenberg and many
of his Hebrew peers, Manger ignores Jesus’ Jewish roots and his national
bonds. Instead, through the voice of the verminous man, Manger expresses an
existential worldview.

The irony here is created by the repetition of the rhetorical questions
“How holy is your body, the crucified man?” or “How holy is your cross?” A
basic ironic mode is achieved by placing such questions at a point where they
clearly cannot be simple requests for information. It implies that the man
does not think that Jesus’ body and cross are holy. Asking such a question
draws attention to what it does not say outright. The ironic sentence pushes
to the front the “unholiness” of Jesus’ body, and even more important, the
very human and mundane nature of the pained body of the verminous man.

This simple irony reveals not only Manger’s view of Jesus’ metaphysical
nature, bur also his contempt for what he depicts as a religious myth. Depict-
ing Jesus through the eyes of the verminous man presents both Jesus and the
man as equally distant from holiness. Comparing the torment of Jesus to
the pain of the verminous man reveals Jesus’ humaniry, without sacralizing
the mundane (as in the works of Yoel Hoffmann, for example). Rather, it
degrades and demeans human existence and its needs for such basic and
earthly things as a loaf of bread and love:

Jesus stammers, “O wretch, I believe,
Your dust is more holy, more holy your grief!”

And from the cross trickles a thin, silver cry,
Smiling, the verminous man turns away with joy

With heavy steps toward the evening village,
For a loaf of bread and a pitcher of wine.®

The verminous man finds consolation in Jesus’ admission that the man’s pain
is greater and holier than Jesus’ own. This ridicules the notion of Jesus as a
consoling god whose suffering brought salvation to humanity. The irony here
is more sophisticated than it seems, as it is directed not only at Jesus himself,
bur also at the man who ridicules him. By comparing Jesus’ suffering to his
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own, the verminous man emphasizes man’s need to find comfort in suffering
as such. Being the greater sufferer—and prompting Jesus to admit it—satisfies
the man. The “competition” that the man provokes between himself and Jesus
is meant to make Jesus admit that humanicy is the ultimate victim. In this
respect, the poem reflects upon the question of suffering and its place in the
mundane lives of men.

In his book From Rebel to Rabbi, Matthew Hoffman discusses the status of
Jesus in Yiddish poetry as a universal emblem of tragedy. Hoffman suggests
that one of the first Jewish poets to depict Jesus as a tragic hero was H. Leyvik,
a leading Yiddish poet in New York in the 19105 and 1920s.” Leyvik came to
America in 1913 at the age of twenty-five and joined Di Yungv:.20 Its poets were
interested in the experiences of the individual and, according to Benjamin
Harshav, “introduced a cosmopolitan spirit into American Yiddish poetry””!
No wonder that some of these writers chose Jesus as a symbol of cosmopol-
itan, universal suffering—and, in a few cases, used his suffering to show the
forlorn nature of this symbol of agony.

Leyvik was among the first modern Jewish poets to present the suffering
figure of Jesus and the suffering of humanity ironically. In his poem “Yezus®
(1915), for example, he depicts Jesus as a lonely man hanging on the cross,
while below him humanity is sound asleep:

Covered to their necks in gray they lie sleeping

head to head and hand to hand, their feet pointing toward the
window;

Up above, somewhere in the corner, trapped in cobwebs

Jesus hangs on the cross, his mouth coiled and his eyes closed.”?

The poem can be read as a realistic portrayal of Leyvik's own experience of
four years as a prisoner in Russian and Siberian jails. Hoffman suggests that
the setting appears to be a hospital or a prison, where a crucifix would likely
be hung on the wall.?® Nonetheless, it seems that Leyvik uses this setting as a
metaphor for the relationship between humanity and Jesus. Jesus’ suffering is
depicted as an artificial agony, and he is presented as ignorant of the real pain
below him. The distance between him and the sleeping men who are packed

together in endless lines of bodies, > creates the stark opposition berween

Jesus’ believers and the figure in the corner above them, expected to suffer for

their sake. This disconnect berween sleeping humaniry and Jesus’ suffering

figure paints an ironic picrure of this aloof and helpless god, his body twisted

in pain and his eyes closed to the pain of the world around him.
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Only a few years later, most likely without knowing this poem by Leyvik,
Greenberg would depict Jesus' nakedness as a metaphor for his departure from
humanity, while simultaneously referring to Jesus’ exposed body as a symbol of his
humanness. Both Leyvik and Greenberg counterposed the suffering of human-
kind with the suffering of the figure of Jesus. Greenberg, in his poetry, called this
Jesus to look around him and see how the wortld suffers; bur in Leyvik’s poem, no
one tries to call upon Jesus: apathy is what Jesus and the world share.”

We find an even sharper irony toward Jesus’ suffering image in another poem
by Leyvik titled “Er (1918).” The setting of this long poem is 2 psychoanalyrtical
session, in which Jesus comes to pour out his heart. The first-person narrator is
a therapist to whom Jesus ralks abour his life and childhood. In a clear allusion
to Freud, Jesus blames his mother for his current mental agony. The first part of
the poem’s title, “Ex” (meaning “He”), alludes to the Talmudic designation for
Jesus, namely “that Man,” meant both to avoid pronouncing hi§ name and to
stress his humanity. The second part of the title specifies a year, suggesting a
symbolic connection between Jesus’ humanity and that point in time. The year
1918 marks the end of World War I, as well as the year following the Russian
Revolution, which is symbolically referenced via a knife and hammer covered
with blood that Jesus is carrying with him when—toward the end of the
poem—consumed with existential anger and despair, he is about to commit
murder. Leyvik presents here an ironic look at both the modern figure of Jesus
and modernity itself. These allusions to historical markers of modernity, in-
cluding an anti-Jewish pogrom, reveal Leyvik’s harsh criticism of the atrocities
carried out in the name of modernity and the suffering it broughe. In the post-
war world, Jesus is a mentally unstable man trying to find solace in yet another
great achievement of modernity, namely, psychotherapy.

These allusions to various tragic events at the beginning of the century
play another role in the poem. They contribute to an jronic perspective on
Jesus” suffering. Considering that in 1918 in large parts of the world people
were still licking cheir wounds, Jesus seems pathetic, obsessed with his mother,
and feeling sorry for himself for being an admired god. The Jesus of the cruci-
fix hung on the wall in the poem “Yezus” is now a real man; but in a similar
way, he does not care to see other people’s suffering, and his own torment
seems more like self-pity than a heroic or even tragic agony.

On his lips runs a hysterical smile,

in his eye floats up a crippled hope

his finger, with its sharp and neglected nail
silently begins to shake.”
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The irony is created by placing the figure of Jesus in the modern world,
imagining him as a man of the time, and using different episodes from the
New Testament as material in his psychotherapy session. Blaming his parents,
in particular his mother, for his currenc suffering, Jesus recounts:

... Since my father went to heaven he is no longer my father,
And my mother denies her motherhood. . ..

(-]

Kissing me with her hot passionate lips,

As if she is my bride and not my mom.”’

Jesus does not want to recall these memories and yet brings them up in
a typical psychoanalytical manner. He tries to cure himself by revealing
the memory of his mother’s kisses, blaming her for admiring him so much
that her admiration made him a god, when he simply wished to be loved
as her son.

We can see that Leyvik uses the figure of Jesus to mock modernity and its
trends. In depicting the figure of Jesus as a neurotic man searching for a cure in
psychoanalyrical therapy, both Jesus and the rising trend are being ridiculed
and rejected as mere myth. Psychotherapy is presented not as a solution for
man’s problems buc as yet another problem of modern times. By setting Jesus
in a therapeutic context and depicting him as a hysterical patient, Leyvik
stresses Jesus’ humanity and even human weakness. The irony here is directed
both at Jesus’ metaphysical nature, which is far from divine, and at modern
man’s desire for something to believe in, be it Jesus or Freud.

Leyvik, similar to many Hebrew writers, imagines the figure of Jesus as a
modern man. Yet whereas Aharon Avraham Kabak (see chapter 1) stresses
what he sees as real dilemmas embodied in modern national lives, and there-
fore portrays Jesus as a tragic figure caught between these harsh choices,
Leyvik’s Jesus is 2 parody of modernity and the advent of modern man.

The striking difference between the nationalist, in some cases messianic,
suffering Jesus typical of the early cwentieth-century Hebrew works, and the
mocked eternal sufferer in the Yiddish poems, suggests a meaningful differ-
ence between the two Jewish literatures and how they saw their respective
renaissances and understood modernity at the beginning of the twentieth
century. To be sure, many of these writers wrote in both languages, so a
dichotomy cannot be readily drawn. Yet the two literatures’ agendas do seem
to have differed. The Zionist writers (see chapter 1) shaped the figure of Jesus
as the ideal type of the New Jew. They were attracted to Jesus as a symbol of
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Jewish nationalism and when it came to his agony, they tended to depict him
as a tragic hero. For Leyvik and later Manger, as well as many other Yiddish
poets in Europe and the United States, the figure of Jesus offered a universal
symbol of suffering, which, at the time, was used to mock the very notion of an
cternal sufferer. As Manger laconically comments in his poem “Ecce” (1929):

All the wandering ways,

lead to the cross.

Whether Jesus is crucified,

Whether the night, whether I, whether you.28

Manger refers to the cross and the crucifixion as universal symbols of pain,
but Jesus himself is not unique in his agony and does not “own” the crucifix-
ion. Manger extracts from the Christian myth the symbol of the cross, to
serve as an existential emblem of the suffering world—while Jesus himself, he
stresses, is one of many sufferers.

As we have seen, Jesus’ torment stands at the center of many modern Yid-
dish poems, but in many of these poems this torment is being ridiculed and
undermined, especially in comparison to human suffering. Jesus, in these
poems, is mocked for abandoning humanity, and for presenting himself as the
great sufferer. The agonized Jesus is depicted as all too human, or as an idol
with no empathy for human suffering.

The Sufffering Jesus as a Portrait of a Cliché

As we saw in chapter 3, Israeli writers tend to empathize with the agonizing
Jesus and in many cases present his torments as a symbol of the tormented
artist. In this respect, they portray his suffering in a serious manner. Bur here,
too, exceptions to this trend reveal nuanced agendas—and, in particular, sup-
pressed ones. One such exception is a controversial satiric play composed in
1971 by the writer, artist, and publicist Amos Keynan (1927-2009). Its title,
Haverim mesaprim al Yeshu [Friends remember Jesus—literally, “friends tell
abour Yeshu”], is a satiric paraphrase of the 1952 book title Haverim mesaprim
al Jimmie [Friends remember Jimmie—literally, “friends tell about Jimmie”],
which marks the beginning of an Israeli genre of anthologies of stories by the
friends and family of fallen soldiers, to commemorate and glorify their lives
and deaths.”

Jimmie was the nickname of Aharon Shemi, a young commander in the
Palmach (pre-statehood Jewish battalions), who was killed in the 1948 war at
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the age of 22. Oz Almog, in his book The Sabra: The Creation of the New Jew,

describes Jimmie as “a cultural model” who, like some other fallen soldiers,
became a mythic figure in his death. Jimmie joined the collective memory
through what Almog calls the memorial anthology genre. Almog stresses that
most of these anthologies deal with the life of the sabra (native-born Israeli
Jew) and stress the sense of duty to excel in milirary service to the end, noting
that the fallen soldiers are depicted as models of the New Jew. These young
fallen soldiers “were greatly admired by the members of their generation
because of their noble images, which were burnished and polished in the
memorial literature.”

Indeed, the man that emerges from the 1952 book fits the image of the
ideal sabra: courageous and charismatic, a bright and talenced officer who
not only fought in the heroic battles, but also was a master of strategic plan-
ning. Jimmie was one illustration of Zionism’s successes in begetting the
New Jew. A little more than two decades after Klausner portrayed Jesus asa
model for the New Jew, Isracli soldiers were emulated as the fulfillment of
this vision. Friends Remember Jimmie tells the story of a soldier’s life and
death as a manifestation of the ethos of friendship and sacrifice, which was
the core of this genre. The genre was meant to show that soldiers like Jimmie
were the center of a communiry of friends—in most cases, fellow soldiers—
that held friendship and ctheir commitment to one another at the core of
their principles.

Amos Keynan, himself a veteran of both the 1948 and 1967 wars—the
last of which ended shortly before he began writing the play—uses both
the mythic story of Jimmie and the memorial anthology genre to satirize
the ethos of friendship and sacrifice. The play opens with a large cross anda
tombstone located in the middle of the stage. A man is hanging on the cross,
and stage directions include “sad music from one of the Passions” playing in
the background.” The entire play takes place ina symbolic cemetery, whose
caretaker is called Ha-zaken (the Old Man; or the Elder), possibly in allu-
sion to David Ben Gurion—Israel’s first prime minister—who was occa-
sionally referred to this way, or to Israel’s founding fathers. The Jesus figure
is designated as “Man” (Ish, evoking the classical Rabbinic designartion of
Jesus), and he remains onstage throughout the play. It opens with a long
monologue by Ish, who invites everyone to the “huge sale” of the state of
Israel. In the middle of this monologue, the graveyard’s caretaker enters. He
poincs at Jesus and tells a-woman entering the graveyard that this is the
“pearl of our collection.” Urged by the Old Man to say something, [sh joins

the conversation:
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1sH: Lady, I am telling you, don’t think twice. Look at this suffering face.
Look ar these helpless arms, my legs. Pay attention to the four directions,
cach bears a symbolic meaning of its own. It is a safe investment; its value
goes up every year.

WOoMAN: Who painted this picture?

OLD MAN: This is auto-portrait.

WOMAN: It looks so much alive.

OLD MAN: Sometimes it seems to me as if he is capable of stepping down
from the wall. It is a scary idea.

WOMAN: But he is nailed to it.

OLD MAN: These nails are falling apart. The whole thing is falling apar.

The idea is that the buyer can put it together by himself the way he wants it.

You'll be surprised how much imagination people have! *

Jesus is presented here as a ready-made product, a picture on the wall that
functions as a mirror, reflecting to the viewer whatever he wishes to see in his
sorrows. Jesus’ figure is associated with visual art, as in many Isracli works. As
we saw in chapter 3, Israelis imagine Jesus as part of the world of Western
culture; and even when they recall his historical figure, they associate it with
the world of pictorial art more than with Christianity. But here, Keynan
mocks this association. Depicting Jesus as valuable merchandise, he under-
scores the way that Jesus’ pain has been used as an aesthetic object meant to
give the viewer the pleasure of finding his own suffering in ir.

Indeed, in the rest of the play Jesus turns out to be a mirror that reflects
each viewer’s own self. Thus, he takes part in a dialogue with a dead soldier
who is buried in the cemetery, and together they recall the way they died mul-
tiple times, each time in a different war. This recollection is an ironic allusion
to Friends Remember Jimmie and its genre. The fact that the two men are dead
and that they died many times, mentioning specific wars and battles, mocks the
idealizing nature of this genre, which glorifies the lives and the deaths of its
subjects. The dialogue revealswhat Friends Remember Jimmie tries to conceal—
the ugly, futile aspects of heroic death.

Here, the ironic use of Jesus’ suffering is more complicated than in the
previous works we have examined. The suffering itself is not being mocked,
but rather its use, and even the pleasure that it provides. Moreover, Keynan
is not interested in the credibility of this suffering or its historical or reli-
gious aspects. For Keynan, Jesus is a symbol of suffering and sacrifice that
has been used as a tool to glorify martyrdom. The play uses Jesus’ suffering
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as an emblem of unnecessary sacrifice in order to criticize the ethos of war
and victimhood in Israeli society. Keynan depicts Jesus as a symbol of Jew-
ish suffering in order to criticize the way this suffering has been used to
motivate people to pay the ultimate price for the sake of their country.
Almost every scene in the play ends with I54 calling out “My God, my God,
why have you forsaken me?”—a constant reminder of Jesus’ role as a martyr.
Bur such suffering for the sake of the state is depicted here as worthless, and
the cause that motivates it is empty. Moreover, it is presented as an ideal
thac leaders and politicians “sell” to the common people. The people fall
into the trap due to their wish to become like Jesus; they then find them-
selves in his agonizing figure.

When only the woman and Ish remain in the graveyard (and on the stage),
she imagines that a pogrom is about to occur. When Jesus asks what is going
on she responds:

[ don’t know. There is always someone coming to kill us. A few years
ago they killed daddy and before then grandpa was killed. Now it is our

turn.

1sH: But why do they want to kill us?

WOMAN: Because they don’t like us.

1sH: Why don’t they like us?

WOMAN: Because we are different.

15H: I am not different, I am like everyone else.

woMAN: No. You are not like everyone else. Everyone is those who kill us.
We are different, we are being killed.®

The national collective consciousness of victimhood appropriates Jesus as
its eternal sufferer, the one who is forever killed and whose eternal agony
reflects the suffering of the Jewish people. This dialogue touches upon the
question of whether Jesus is a victim or a victimizer; by establishing the
dichotomy of “us” and “them,” it turns the question into one of collective
identity. Since Jesus is the one who is being killed, he is being embraced as
“one of us”—thar is, Jewish. Keynan parodies the historical Jewish relation-
ship to Jesus by presenting it as conditioned by Jesus’ victimhood. As long as
Jesus is a victim, he belongs to “us,” the Jewish people, because we are the eter-
nal victims. Keynan mocks the Jewish collective consciousness of victimhood,
not so much by mocking Jesus as by mocking the modern Jewish perception
of his figure and the Jewish attempts to claim him for the side of the victims.
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In 1972, the Committee of Israeli Cinema and Drama decided to forbid
the performance of this play. The committee argued that its content might
offend some viewers. An appeal to the Isracli Supreme Court, which in-
cluded a commitment by Keynan to change the name of the play to Friends
Remember Spartacus, was rejected. The decision was based on the assump-
tion that the play was offensive to two very different Israeli groups: religious
people, both Christians and Jews, and parents of fallen soldiers. The com-
mittee used the phrase arakhim mekudashim (sacred values) when explain-
ing to the court why the play should be forbidden. When asked by the court
to explain what sacred values the play might offend and which people might
be offended, the committee answered that it might be offensive to religious
and secular viewers:

The play contains expressions of disgrace and dirty language toward
God in general and Jesus and his mother Mary in particular. These ex-
pressions are offensive and may insult the feelings of those who believe
in God and those who believe in Jesus and his holiness, and in the ho-
liness of Mary, his mother. In addition, the play may offend the feelings
of parents of fallen soldiers and we also think that it offends social and
moral values and values of politeness and respect because of its pro-
fanity and nudiry.>*

Indeed, the play contains some vulgar episodes, including a dialogue
between Jesus and his mother in which he calls her a whore, which the court
cites as an example of the play’s offensive nature.®> But it seems that what
triggered the rejection of Keynan's play goes beyond the disrespectful utter-
ances. The connection that Keynan made between the figure of Jesus and
the Israeli ethos of war and death, and the fact that he dismissed both as
empty symbols, was understood as mere provocation. The emblem of the
fallen warrior was not new to Israelis in the 1970s, but as Yael Feldman
shows in her book Glory and Agony: Isaac’s Sacrifice and National Narrative
(2010), the main trope of this theme was Isaac’s sacrifice. Feldman discusses
the transformation of “future ‘Isaacs’” from sacrificial vicrims to heroic self-
immolating sacrifices on the altar of the matria (moledet, or the mother-
land)*® In the case of Jesus, this shift was more complicated. Modern
Hebrew writers such as Klausner, Kabak, Hazaz, and Greenberg implicitly
transformed Jesus from his passivity on the cross into a symbol of the na-
tional hero. But in the later generation of writers, Jesus never gained the
status of an Israeli soldier. It seems the fallen soldier role was solely Isaac’s,
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and perhaps the mere fact that Keynan broke this unwricten rule was partly
what prompted the scandal over his play.” Jesus is not presented in Israeli
literature as a fallen soldier, not even as a warrior; and when he is depicted
asavictim in the later works, he is removed from the national context. Jesus’
victimhood, in other words, was not embraced by Israeli writers as an
emblem of the national narrative of sacrifice and martyrdom.z'8

An Ironic Look in the Mirror

Keynan’s play continues a long tradition of the ironic Jewish gaze, directed
not at the figure of Jesus itself, but rather at the Jewish fascination with it.
Alongside the Jewish preoccupation with this controversial figure was oppo-
sition to the enthusiasm it evoked. This opposition came not only from
Orthodox Jewish circles, but also from a few Zionist intellectuals. One impor-
tant example of the latcer is the book Herev la-Adonay ve-le-Yisrael [A sword
for the Lord and Israel] by writer and bibliographer Ephraim Deinard (1846-
1930). It harshly criticizes Klausner’s Yeshu ba-Notsri (see chapter 1) and his
enchantment with Christianity, particularly with the figure of ]csus.”

But critical voices such as Deinard’s did not prevail in the first decades of the
twentieth century. The tendency was toward a familial embrace of this “lost
brother.” Aswe have seen throughout thisbook, despite the ambivalence toward
Jesus—and perhaps thanks to it—modern Jewish writers were attracted to Jesus
and made him an emblem in their works. This is why the few Jesus stories by
Nobel laureate Shmuel Yosef Agnon are so remarkable in their reflexive aware-
ness, especially since two of them were written as early as the beginning of the
1920s. Indeed, as  have just shown, Jewish writers employed irony in their writ-
ings about Jesus already at the beginning of the century, but their irony was di-
rected mostly toward Jesus himself and in many cases at his believers. Agnon
was one of the first to introduce a reflexive-ironic look not at Jesus, but at his
Jewish followers. Given this chronology, it may seem that a discussion of
Agnon’s work on Jesus should pethaps have found its place at the beginning of
this book racher than in its last pages. However, only after we are familiar with
the long trajectory of modern Jewish duality toward Jesus can we really appre-
ciate the depth of Agnon’s irony and self-awareness. Jesus is not a central figure
in Agnon’s work, yet the few of his stories that focus on Jesus reveal a critique of
the writers who made his figure a pivotal symbol in theirs.

In his 1923 story “Maagelei tsedek” [Paths of righteousness], Agnon fol-
lows the adventures of a poor old Jew whose ancestors were wine merchants,
while he was a mere vinegar maker.*” This change of profession alludes to the
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Hebrew idiom “hometz ben yayin” (vinegar, the offspring of wine), meaning a
son who is greatly inferior to his facher. The vinegar maker lived in poverty,
loneliness, and desperation; his only hope and aim in life was to immigrate to
the Land of Israel. To this end, he divides his earnings into two halves: one
half supports his basic daily needs while the second half he naively deposits in
a public charity box placed between the crossed hands of a statue of Jesus,
believing this is the safest place for his money. When the time comes to make
the trip to the Holy Land, he goes to the public charity box and attempts to
break it open with a stone to take what he believes to be his own money. A
group of priests happens to come along, and the old man is beaten and jailed.
During his trial the judge asks him: “Do you admir that you were caught
trying to break open the box?” The old man answers: “I wanted to open the
box because of the money.” The judge does not let him finish and pronounces:
“The defendant has confessed his crime.” The man looks up and, seeing the
image of Jesus, says in his heart, “You are smiling at me {in mockery]!” Des-
perate, he bangs his chained arms on the table and is thereupon beaten and
taken to his cell. Back in the jail cell, the door opens suddenly—a man enters,
holding a stone charity box, and tells the old man, “Hold on to me and I will
bring you to any place you want to go.” The old man holds tight to “that man”
(oto ha-ish), meaning Jesus, who smiles and says: “I will bring you to the Land
of Israel” They flee in several stages: during the first flight, the smile leaves
“that man’s” face; during the second flight, the old man’s hands freeze; during
the third flight, the vinegar maker feels he is embracing a stone. Becoming
discouraged, his arms go slack, and he falls onto the ground. That night, we
are told, “a knock was heard on the door of a house of study in Jerusalem.
Those inside came out to see a band of angels carrying a human being. He was
buried that night, because burials are never delayed in Jerusalem.*"

The late Agnon scholar Baruch Kurzweil argued that Agnon typically
plays with his readers a game of hide-and-seek, “as if he wants the reader to
fail by tempting him to leave the easy road to solving the riddle. . .. Then he
leaves the reader to wonder” According to Kurzweil, “this technique of
constant revealing and covering (giluy ve-hastara) is found in almost all of
Agnon’s stories, which he employs for religious and cultural critique”*
Indeed, this story uses the format of a deceiving riddle to criticize the ways
in which modern Jews are fascinated by, and attribute human and divine
traits to, the figure of Jesus that they encounter only through its visual
Christian representations.®

'This story’s focus is not the figure of Jesus but rather how the old man per-
ceives this figure. The old vinegar maker here represents the current generation,
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which, unlike previous generations, is tempted to put its trust in Jesus. Agnon
depicts the old man as naive, but also as an extremist devoted to only one
wish—to immigrate to the Land of Isracl. He cannot see the statue of Jesus for
what it is; he does not notice its context—the church—but rather sees only the
crossing of its hands, and in those hands he sees nothing bur a safe place for his
money. The old vinegar maker, in other words, symbolizes those who refuse to
understand Jesus as part of Christianity and the Church, preferring not even to
look ar his whole figure, seeing him only as a savior instead.

This interpretive lapse provokes the old man’s first ordeal, which leads him
to prison. The next time he sees Jesus is in the courtroom, as a painting
hanging on the wall. In both of these appearances, Jesus is not a real figure; he
is Jesus as traditionally represented in the Christian world. But the third time
that Jesus appears in the story he is a real man, or more precisely, “ke-mareh
ben adam” (in a human image). The author refers to Jesus’ humanness but
dismisses his humanirty at the same time, as a mere deception. The question of
Jesus’ humanity now becomes the main interpretative problem. Like Klaus-
ner, Kabak, Greenberg, and many others, the old vinegar maker wants very
much to believe in Jesus’ humanness, and at the same time sees that he could
use Jesus’ transcendental powers now, when he needs them. Agnon is careful
not to call Jesus by name; instead, he uses the traditional Hebrew designation
oto ha-ish (that man), emphasizing his rejection by the Jews and (as discussed
above) his humanness at the same time. By using this Rabbinic term, he also
associates his narrator wich the Rabbinic tradition while criticizing those who
broke from it.

Agnon mocks and criticizes the tendency of modern Jewish writers to
trust and rely on Jesus’ redemptive powers. Jewish writers” and historians’ at-
tempts since the middle of the nineteenth century to claim Jesus for Judaism
and pull him out of the Church are presented in this story as mere naiveté.
Agnon reminds his readers that, in the end, Jesus is just a statue made of stone,
placed in the Christian Church. Jesus will not bring national redemption and
will not help to bring the Jews to their promised land because he is a fiction, a
stone image, a Christian idol.

Agnon’s ironic depiction of the old man is directed at the current gener-
ation bur is also 2 warning for generations to come. Indeed, Agnon could all
but guess that decades later Isracli writers would long for Jesus as a represen-
tative of a desired culture. It seems, however, that the irony in this story
serves to warn Agnon’s contemporaries against desiring Jesus, while ignoring
Christianity. One of the most essential elements in Klausner’s and Green-
berg’s depictions of Jesus, which many Hebrew writers followed, was the
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distinction between the historical Jewish Jesus and the Jesus of the Church.
Agnon mocks this distinction in this story and depicts its implications
ironically. The irony emerges from the apparent misperception of the figure
of Jesus when removed from its wider context. While at the beginning of
the story the reader feels superior to the old vinegar maker, knowing he was
naive to put his money in the church charity box, at the end of the story, the
reader is not sure who brought the man to the Land of Israel or who Jesus is
after all. In this way, Agnon directs his critique at his readers, making them
question their own perception and understanding of Jesus and his meta-
physical nature. Recall that irony reveals the expectations of the reader and,
by extension, his or her social and cultural norms. The reader becomes
aware of his or her own expectations, and may question his or her own cul-
tural norms, which is exactly what Agnon forces the reader to do in this
story. For Kierkegaard, the true ironist does not wish to be understood and
therefore irony normally involves the possibility of misunderstanding.*
In the case of Agnon, misunderstanding is the force that moves the story,
from both the character’s and the reader’s perspective. The figure of Jesus is
misunderstood and remains an illusionary figure when the story comes to
its end.

The question of interpreting the Jewish Jesus also stands at the center of
Agnon’s story “Niflavt shammash beit ha-midrash ba-yashan” [ The wonders
of the caretaker of the old study hall] (1925).* At the beginning of the story
we are told in a somewhat humorous tone that the old study hall’s caretaker
(shammash) is bothered at the end of the Sabbath because his yarmulke
(skullcap) and tallic (prayer shawl) repeatedly fall off. In fright, he rushes
outside and notices that the lights in the nearby church are on. He reports
this to a policeman. A Christian official overhears the conversation and,
together with the policeman, he goes to the illuminated church, where they
see what they believe to be a Jew wearing a skullcap and prayer shawl and “a
compassionate smile on his lips.”*® Believing him to be a robber, they beat
him mercilessly. His prayer shawl and skullcap fall off and they realize that
they are beating a statue of Jesus. The Christians try to blame the incident
on the town’s Jews, but it turns our that the church’s sexton had robbed the
church, and that to implicate the Jews, he had placed the skullcap and prayer
shawl on the statue of Jesus. The sexton is beaten viciously, and the Chris-
tians then go to a bar to enjoy themselves. Jews also come to the bar to thank
God for their rescue. The narrator mentions that from this time on, the
skullcap and prayer shawl remained firmly on the head of the study hall’s
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caretaker.
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This story uses an illusionary image of Jesus to depict stereotypes held by
Jews and Christians toward each other. The figure of Jesus, or rather his statue,
looks like a Jew; and as such, it brings out both Christian and Jewish percep-
tions of one another. For the Christians, this apparition parodies the fear of
Jesus’ Jewish aspects to the point that they would prefer he remain a statue
than become a living being who is also a Jew. For Jews, it parodies both their
view of Jesus as a Jew and their perception of the Christians’ perception of this
Jewish Jesus.

These conflicting images of Jesus serve to demonstrate the ways in which
Christian and Jewish communities imagine each other. The Christians are
horrified by the fact that their statue of Jesus might look like a Jew, because
the Jew is their ultimate Other. The Jew who tells this story reveals aspects of
Jewish self-perception when he describes the Judaized Jesus as having “a com-
passionate smile on his lips,” a sympathetic characterization that suggests that
this description comes from a Jewish perspective. At the same time, the Jew-
ish narrator uses the image of Jesus to ridicule the Christian belief in a god
who, from the Jewish perspective, is made of stone.

In this story, the ironic gaze at Jesus is more complicated than in the earlier
story. Here, Jesus is not a savior or messiah. In this case, rather, we learn
through the figure of Jesus of the ways that Jews imagine themselves and their
Christian neighbors. Jesus serves as a symbolic mirror, reflecting the ways the
two communities think of themselves and of one another. Again, using Jesus
as a mirror would become a pivotal theme in modern Jewish literature, but
here Agnon captures and criticizes this mirror’s deceptive nature. In thisstory,
more than in Agnon’s earlier work, Christians have a crucial role, beyond the
realms of Christianity or the Church. In a sense, Jesus stands here between the
Jews and the Christians, designating the boundaries of the Jewish Self vis-a-vis
its Christian neighbors.

Another example of Jesus’ use as a reflecting mirror is found in Agnon’s
famous story “Ha-adonit ve-ha-rokbel” [“The Lady and the Peddler”] (z 943). %
Here, too, Agnon uses the image of Jesus as the ultimate designaror of the
boundaries of the Jewish Self.* This story depicts the relationship between a
“certain Jewish peddler” named Joseph and a Christian woman named Helen.
The Jewish peddler, who first finds shelter at the woman’s home, ends up staying
there and becoming her lover. The two live together happily, except that some
of her behavior troubles him. In particular, it bothers him that she never eats,
while at the same time she obsessively feeds him. When he finds out that she has
been married several times before, and that all of her husbands were mysteri-
ously murdered, the reader begins to suspect that something odd is going on. It
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will take Joseph a few more pages to suspect that the lady has something
to do with these deaths. Indeed, numerous hints suggest that she may
have eaten her husbands. Ironically, a crucifix saves Joseph from the
same fate.

When Joseph suspects his time to be eaten has come, he does not escape;
rather, he seeks to recite the bedtime prayer of the Shema, while piously
avoiding doing so in the presence of a Christian image: “Since there was a
crucifix hanging on the wall, he got up and went outside to recite the Shema.”
There he promptly bumps into a “stone image” (of Jesus) that stood in the
snow. Amazed at himself, Joseph shouts: “Father in heaven, how far away I
have gone! If I don’t return at once, I am lost.”°

The story criticizes Jewish naiveté and attraction to Christianity. The
image of Jesus functions as a mirror, reflecting the transgressed boundaries
of Joseph’s self. As a Jewish peddler, the figure of Joseph may allude to the
figure of the Wandering Jew (also known as Ahasver). This mythical fig-
ure is based on a Medieval tale of a Jew who cursed Jesus and was doomed
to forever wonder the earth.”

The figure of Jesus, or rather its representation, reminds Joseph of the for-
eignness of his current life. What saves him from being consumed by Churisti-
anity is the image of Jesus. It is Jesus’ otherness that reminds the peddler how
far he has strayed. In his role as “other,” Jesus thus demarcates the boundaries
of Jewish identity, especially in periods where this identiry is under threat.
This threat is both physical, due to acts of violence against Jews (note that the
story was written in 1943), and spiritual, as embodied by the temptations of
Christianity.

Here, too, we find the duality in the Jewish perception of Jesus. The night
after Joseph first sees Helen crossing herself in front of “a stone image,” he has
a dream:

During the night Joseph awoke from his sleep in terror and screamed
with all his mighe. It seemed to him that a knife had been thrust into
his heart, and not into his heart but into that stone image, and not into
the stone image, but into another image made of ice, the kind the
Christians make on the river during their holidays.””

This dream reflects Jesus’ dual role in Jewish self-perception. The Jewish
dreamer sees himselfas Jesus, and, as such, he appears both as a stone image—the

god of his Christian wife—and as himself, the Jewish dreamer.> The confusion

Epilogne 185

in the dream between himself and the “stone image” can be incerpreted as Jewish
identification with the image of Jesus, which seems to be triggered by a threat to
his being. Indeed, when Joseph finally realizes that he is at risk, what symbolizes
his fear for his life and the loss of his Jewishness is the Jesus figure. This dream
pushes Joseph to act for the first time: he moves out from the lady’s bedroom
into the barn—a symbolic act that marks the beginning of his possible return
to Judaism.

“The Lady and the Peddler” is not a story about Jesus, but rather a story
about the Jewish Self and what happens to it when it gives itself away for
the sake of assimilating into the Christian world. Following the encounters
with Jesus, the Jew realizes his own foreignness, which can be understood
as similar to that of the Jewish Jesus in the Christian world. He also realizes
the threat embodied in Christianity. The figure of Jesus symbolizes the
otherness of this world; at the same time, for the Jewish man, it reflects his
own Self.

Jesus and the cross function in Agnon’s stories as the markers of Jewish
self-identity. When Joseph sees the crucifix in the lady’s house and when
he later bumps into the statue of Jesus outside her home, he is finally
reminded of his Jewishness. Interestingly, it is exactly these symbols of the
cross and Jesus that Agnon’s contemporary, the Yiddish poer Irzik Man-
ger, misses in the works of the founders of modern Yiddish licerature. In
an essay appearing in his literary journal Gezseylte verter [A few words]
(1929), Manger argues that while the writers of his own generation include
the figure of Jesus and the cross in their works, the classical Yiddish
writers—Mendele Mokher Seforim, Sholem Aleichem, and Y.L. Peretz—
ignored Jesus and any signs of Christianity and its symbolism. Manger ac-
cuses these founders of modern Yiddish literature of being blind to the
figure of Jesus and to the cross. He wonders why the cross and the “man
that hangs on it” are absent from these writers’ otherwise very precise and
realistic depictions of the landscape of Eastern European Jewry.>* In Man-
ger’s view, Christianity and its symbolism are necessary for an accurate and
realistic depiction of the reality of the East European Jewish experience.
Meanwhile, Agnon finds in the attraction to Christianity an imminent
threat to modern Judaism. In his view, it is a menacing temptation: mod-
ern Jews seem to be blind not to Christianity itself, but to its threat co
their Jewishness.

For Manger, the cross functions as a symbol of universal suffering and

despair, side by side with other symbols of suffering:
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Never before has there been an intersection of so many symbols. Our
generation wavers between Yes and No. Hamlet’s tousled head floats
through sleepless nights. Blood has pictured the agony of our genera-
tion and scarttered crucifixes over all the roads of the world. Christ’s
head sobs symbolically in our dreams. Our wounds require consola-
tion. The hand of the holy Saint Francis of Assisi presses upon our
heart. Our blood is stormy with revolt. The burden of Prometheus
flashes before our eyes. Our nerves yearn toward joy and ecstasy. The
golden form of the holy Baal Shem Tov is drawn distinctly upon the

horizons.”

The crucifixes—presented next to the Baal Shem Tov and Prometheus—
are, in Manger’s view, legitimate universal emblems of human agony. It seems
as if these two different views reflect one of the most eminent tensions in the
relationship between modern Jewish writers and thinkers and the figure of
Jesus. For writers like Agnon and the founders of Yiddish literature whom
Manger criticizes, the figure of Jesus represents the world of Christianity. In
this world Jews have no place, just as Jesus and Christian symbols have no
place in a Jewish landscape. This is why Mendele Mokher Seforim, Sholem
Aleichem, and Y.L. Peretz do not integrate the image of Jesus into their works
even if their protagonists routinely come across this figure. The Jews in
Agnon’s “The Wonders of the Caretaker of the Old Study Hall” see Jesus, but
they believe him to be a Jew. In the case of “The Lady and the Peddler]” Joseph
sees Christianity but refuses to see the danger posed, similar to the way the
old vinegar maker does not see Christianity and its symbols as they really are.
For Agnon, Jesus marks where Judaism stops and Christianity begins. In
Manger’s case, there is no-historical or religious reason not to embrace the
cross as a symbol of suffering and to depict the Christian landscape as an
integral part of the reality of everyday Jewish lives in Europe.”® Agnon under-
stood Christian symbolism as part of the European landscape, but he believed
that it should function as a sign of warning for Jews who did not want Juda-
ism to be devoured by the world of Christianity.

Interestingly, it is in Isracl—where Jewish writers lived away from churches
and crosses—that writers kept seeing the “man thar hangs on the cross” As I
have shown in chapter 3, many Israeli writers depict Jesus as a symbol of univer-
sal suffering, unknowingly following Manger’s call for universalism in spite of
the Holocaust. In Yiddish literature in the aftermath of the Holocaust, how-
ever, there was less tolerance for such universalism employing the figure of Jesus
as its main trope. One interesting expression of this disillusionment is an ironic
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poem written in 1946 by the American Yiddish poet Jacob Glatstein (1896
1971). The poem, titled “Mozart,” describes the poet’s dream, in which Mozart
is the crucified man whom the Jews make into their “man of God.” In an ironic
twist, the gentiles are the ones who crucify Mozart, while the Jews are those
who elevate him and become his apostles. The poet himself becomes Mozart’s
follower and runs all over the world, declaring that “whenever I caught a
Christian I made him a Mozartian.”

How wonderful is the musical testament
of this divine man!

How nailed through with song

his shining hands!

In his great need

all the fingers of this crucified

singer were laughing.

And in his most crying grief

he loved his neighbor’s ear

more than himself.

How poor and stingy—
Compared with Mozart’s legacy—

Is the Sermon on the Mount.”’

The Sermon on the Mount, praised by modern Jewish writers as the place
where Christianity and Judaism meet, is presented here as “poor and stingy
compared with Mozart’s legacy.” But what is Mozart’s legacy? In a sense, this
poem can be read in two opposite ways. In one, Mozart is being embraced as
the “Jewish Jesus,” the crucified one whom a modern Jewish poet such as Glat-
stein can embrace. Mozart’s music symbolizes here the real fulfillment of uni-
versalism, in the ability “to love his neighbor’s ear more than himself.” But this
ode to Mozart can also be interpreted as an ironic expression directed ar the
modern Jewish admiration for European culture. Mozart is the symbol of this
culture, and he is mocked, very much like the Sermon on the Mount and the
crucifixion itself, as an empty symbol that Jews adore in their attempt to be
part of a culture that treats them as outsiders. In the same way that the gentiles
took the Jewish Jesus and made him their god, Glatstein depicts the Jews as
choosing a Christian as their divine man. The poet’s superficial praises create
an ironic statement: “How wonderful is the musical testament of this divine
man! How nailed through with song his shining hands!” Glatstein mocks
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modern Jewish admiration for Western aesthetics, and he presents the Jewish
enthusiasm for Mozarr as analogous to the modern Jewish fervor for Jesus
and Christianity. This interpreration reveals an uncommon element in mod-
ern Jewish writing. Many modern Jewish writers and thinkers considered
Jesus’ teaching, and in particular the Sermon on the Mount, as the place
where Christianity and Judaism meet. However, Glatstein mocks Jesus’ mes-
sage, presenting it in terms opposing those in which Jews interprered it.
Instead of a generous call for unconditional love and an atcempt to bridge
these two peoples, Glatstein sees it as “poor and stingy;” using the comparison
to Mozart’s legacy to depict Jesus’ legacy as non-universal—one that does not
reach out to his “neighbor’s ear.” This critical look is directed both at the con-
tent of the preaching and at the much-praised universal ethics and impressive
aesthetic of the Sermon on the Mount.

Here, Glatstein criticizes Jewish attempts to become part of Western so-
ciety by trying to create their own “man of God” in the image of Jesus. Con-
sidering the fact that the poem was written soon after the end of World War
11, probably as a response to the Holocaust, the poem can be read as an ironic
statement on the Jewish admiration for Western culture and aesthetics, a cul-
ture that ended up crucifying its own legacy with a spectacle of mass murder.

‘This Jewish awakening from its admiration of European culture and its
aesthetic values was not at all a widespread response to the Holocaust. In
Israel, as T have shown, this admiration had become even more prevalent as
an attempt to escape from religious and parochial Jewish lives into whart was
perceived as Western and therefore “universal” The Jewish Jesus—or, per-
haps, the Jesus that is not necessarily Jewish—remains a dominant symbol
in contemporary Hebrew literature in spite of, and one might even argue
because of, the Holocaust. This escape to the European Jesus might be seen
as an attempt to escape from the Jewish Self that was murdered in the Holo-
caust, a Self that many Israeli writers tried to suppress. In this respect, the
work of Yoel Hoffmann (see chapter 4) can be viewed as an attempt to
return to this Self, especially in his “Book of Joseph,” where he commemo-
rates Jewish lives before the war.

Judeo-Christian Tradition on the Spit

At the beginning of this chapter, I discussed the notion of “counter-history”
and its application to To/dot Yeshu. One may wonder why this term is not
applied to modern Jewish works about Jesus as well. In fact, it would be fair to
say that most of the works I have dealt with do not offer an alternative to the
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Christian story, buc rather an incorporation of this story into the national
Jewish narrative. Even the attempt to distinguish between the “real” Jesus and
the Jesus of the Church is based on the Gospels’ rendition of this “real” Jesus.

The modern Jewish choice to adopt Jesus as the prevalent symbol of suf-
fering was an attempt to become “universal,” though in fact it was an adoption
of the very particular Christian outlook. The theme of the suffering son of
God was borrowed from Christianity and adapted to the modern Jewish and
Israeli narratives. The fact that this figure was the ultimate Other of tradi-
tional Judaism was sometimes the very reason for its incorporation into the
modern Jewish texts.

Perhaps the best way to conclude this book is by discussing an Israeli play
that criticizes and mocks the so-called “Judeo-Christian” tradition and, in a
way, offers a type of “counter-history; including the ironic aspects we have
seen in To/dot Yeshu. The play, written by one of Israel’s most prominent dra-
matists and playwrights, the late Hanoch Levin (1943-1999), is called 7he
Sorrows of Job (1981). It is, as one may assume from its name, a retelling of the
story of the biblical Job. However, as we shall see, the play also retells the story
of the crucifixion and ironically unifies the Old and the New Testament fig-
ures of Job and Jesus.

The Sorrows of Job deals with questions such as God’s existence and divine
justice, but, typical of Levin, it uses these themes to expose the weaknesses of
human nature. What matters to Levin is not the question of God’s existence
or the question of a just God—which famously stands at the center of the
biblical story—but rather the ways that mankind deals with these questions.
In a clear break from the original story, the play omits the biblical introduc-
tion that reveals the reason for Job’s agony: an argument between God and
Sartan, in which Satan claims that Job’s virtue is actually untested. If God were
to destroy Job’s life, Satan argues, Job would curse God. God then gives Satan
permission to test Job’s righteousness by agonizing him (Job 1:1-2:7). The
play starts with a description of Job’s wealth and happiness and, like the bib-
lical story, presents the losses that Job suffers. But by omitting the divine
wager, Job’s torments receive no explanation. Job loses everything, including
his beloved children and his entire fortune, and finds himself sick with boils.
His friends come along, trying to convince him not to curse God. Job asks
time and again why God destroyed his life, and each of his friends gives an
answer that represents a theological tradition that explains divine justice and
the nature of God.

Yet in an ironic break from the biblical story, the friends who have taken
pains to convince Job that he should not curse God, take the opposite stand
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in the next act when they themselves are threatened with torture. This follows
an additional important break from the biblical narrative: Levin introduces
his readers and characters to yet another sorrow that Job is doomed to suffer,
but this time it is inflicted on him not by God or Satan but by his fellow man.
A group of Roman soldiers enters the stage and demands that Job and his
friends proclaim that their God does not exist and that the emperor of Rome
is the one and only God. When Job does not respond to their demand, his
friends try to blame it on his sorrow, which has caused him to lose his sanity.
'Then the Roman officer presents the first clear analogy between Job and Jesus:

Anyway, when is madness an excuse? That nut in the next village who
claims to be the son of God already has twelve disciples. So? Are they
nuts too? Should the imperial army sit on its ass and leave the world
alone because it’s a nuthouse?*®

This clear allusion to the historical Jesus places the play in the Second-
Temple era and preserits both Jesus and Job as the great symbols of the ques-
tion of man’s unjust suffering. Bus, in fact, Levin does more than that. He
uses the figure of Jesus to offer another answer to the question of God’s
nature. In this respect, this allusion to Jesus points to a different view in the
philosophical-theological debare: the Christian view. The Jesus figure serves
as another answer to the question of God's existence, bur like the answers of
the friends, and the one of the Roman soldiers (that God is actually the Em-
peror), it is also ridiculed and depicted as a human fantasy. In order to repre-
sent this analogy between Job and Jesus, Levin adds to his play an additional
torture in the form of an “improved” crucifixion—those who refuse to say
that the Emperor is God will have “a spit stuck up their rear”® The friends
soon announce that God is the Emperor, but Job says nothing and therefore
is placed on the spit. This clear allusion to the crucifixion ridicules the New
Testament story, using a detailed description of the physical pain experienced
in that not-so-holy part of the body.%’ The “crucifixion” scene is presented
here as a mere farce:

OFFICER: That man’s whole being

Is now concentrated in his ass.

All family ties, instincts,

Feelings, loyalties, and opinions

Are all mixed up in a shapeless mass—
A heavy fog and the awful pain in his ass
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Flickers like the beam from a lighthouse. . . .
JoB: Oh My bowels! My bowels! Oh, god! My bowels, my bowels! Oh god,

my bowels.*

The ofhcer’s reference to Job as “that man” alludes to the Talmudic desig-
nation of Jesus that can be understood as stressing his humanness. With the
analogy established, what is happening to Job amounts to a crucifixion. Only
the analogy reveals what the New Testament does not tell us about the cruci-
fixion. Inspired, I believe, by Toldor Yeshu's depiction of Jesus being crucified
on a cabbage stalk, Levin uses a2 method similar to that of the medieval text.
He takes the image of the suffering martyr and reveals the unheroic aspects of
his suffering. In fact, the most human elements of the physical pain and agony
are depicted in a way that degrades and humiliates the suffering Job/Jesus.
The tragic hero of both stories lacks the sympathy of the author, as well as of
the other characters in the play. Job/Jesus is depicted by Levin as a child
calling to his father/God:

Papa, they raise me up to you on an iron pole.

.On poles and crosses and spears and pyres they raise us,
Our arms stretched out to our father.

I'm riding up to my Papa, on a knife.

How dreadful is the trip but how great the grace,

How sweet the response and the end of the journey—
To look my Papa in the face

The analogy between Jesus and Job reduces God, Job, and Jesus to the level
of ordinary human beings. Jesus, the Son of God, symbol of human divinity,
is portrayed as a fearful child calling to his dad, who is also no longer a divine
figure.

The friends’ reaction to Job’s suffering alludes to the depictions of the suf-
fering Jesus:

See how he’s looking at me. His tormented eyes stare at me
with the boldness of someone you owe something to. [...]

So take those pleas out of your eye!

I told you: you are you and I am—I!

You hear? You are you and I am—T1!

You are you and I am—I!

Shut your eyes! Or lift them to the sky,
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Villain! Look for your papa in the sky,

Shout to the sky and cry to the sky,

Go weep in the bosom of your god that is here on earth—
O horrors—you lost your drawers!®

The figure on the spit that just minutes ago was a fellow man, a friend of
the speaker, becomes a threat because of its suffering. These words echo the
Jewish perceptions of Jesus, whose torments give him the status of a martyr.
His martyrdom becomes his power, and the crowd that watches him suffer
becomes wary of its subordination to his authority as a martyr. Typical of
Levin, the play exposes human weakness at its core. The friends who look at
the suffering Job/Jesus do not really see his pain, but immediately worry
about what this pain means to them. The Christian dogma of the suffering
Son of Man is ridiculed here by the fact that instead of clearing and purifying
man’s guilt, it actually provokes it.

Job, who in the beginning of his ordeal asks to be separated from the
bosom of the Lord, is now talking to his Lord. In fact, when his friends are
about to leave him, he cries out the words of Jesus, but with an ironic ewist:

Don’t leave me alone with god!
My friends, don’t leave me

Alone with god!**

EchoingJesus’ cry to God on the cross, this appeal to his friends not to leave
(that is, forsake) him with God shifts the focus back to God himself. The friends
who are about to leave, and who have just shown their inability to help, are still
better than the god Job refuses to curse. The god that let him suffer so much, the
one who is also his own father, is now more threatening than his fellow men.

Levin, however, is not as naive as his protagonist. Soon he shows his Job/
Jesus and his readers that man is in fact crueler than God—the suffering of
Job will feed some people metaphorically and literally. A ringmaster enters
the stage and cuts a deal with the officer to use the suffering man as an enter-
tainer. Not only that, but in the very last scene “the most beggarly beggar of
all beggars” enters and says:

Juse like I said: A little patience
And somebody finally pukes. Yes,
There’s a god in the sky

Tra-la-la, tra-la-lie.%
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The question of God’s just ways, and how a just man can suffer, is raised
time and again by the protagonists in the play, but Levin uses che allusion to
the crucifixion to deem this question irrelevant. In the end, man’s joy and
suffering are at the hands of his fellow man. In response to the question “What
isa man?” Levin brings the words of the solemn clown, paraphrasing Pontius
Pilacte’s ecce homo regarding Jesus (John 19:5):

For what is a man? Here’s a man for you:
Now he cries “my sons, my sons,” now he shouts “my ass, my ass”
At night roasted doves in his mouth, at dawn a poker up his behind.

Then he sang, now he weeps, soon he’ll be mure.%

The Sorrows of Job connects two themes discussed in this chapter: mocking
the suffering Jesus and criticizing the Judeo-Christian understanding of his
suffering. Levin makes the connection between Jesus and Job in order to show
the similarities berween the two religions. He criticizes their attempts to give
human pain a religious meaning and to explain human suffering as the result
of a divine plan. One of the primary literary means that Levin uses is irony,
which is created by his break from both the Old and the New Testament
stories. Modern Judeo-Christian attempts to ask “universal” questions
(“What is evil?” “Why do the righteous suffer?”) are mocked as Job is exe-
cuted neither for humanity’s sake, nor for the sake of God, but simply to
affirm brutal power and cruelty.

Conclusions

As we have seen throughout the book, modern Hebrew (and Yiddish) writers
removed the figure of Jesus from its Christian context to serve as a designator
of the modern Jewish Self. This Self, which modern Hebrew writers were
eager to re-shape and appropriare, was found in the very figure who in tradi-
tional Judaism served as the ultimate Other. In this Other, the writers found
what was missing in their old Jewish Self. That, as we have seen, had to be a
Jesus different from both the Christian figure and the old Jewish perception
of it. This dichotomous and sometimes even oxymoronic Jesus is depicted
by different generations of modern Jewish writers as a reflection of a still-
fractured selfthood.

In this book I have traced Jesus’ footsteps in modern Jewish literature:
from Beth-Lehem of Judah, to the monasteries and churches of Europe, back
to the Land of Israel, where Jesus was transformed into a Jewish pioneer, only



to be relocated in Europe again by contemporary Israeli writers, and then to
reappear in Tel Aviv. This journey offers an alternative historiography of mod-
ern Jewish licerature, as it follows the path of the twentieth-century Jewish
Self, both geographically and culrurally. Jesus serves in this historiography as
the ultimate Other—whom, for a century, many Jewish writers have struggled
to bring back home and transform into a brother.
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