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A German Priest Teaches Rashi

Interview with Prof. Michael P. Maier

= What made you so interested

in improving the Jewish-

Christian relations?
As a child and in my youth I neither
knew anything about Judaism,
nor did I know anyone Jewish
in person. It is only later that I
found out that up until World War
II, there had actually been Jews
in my hometown Nussloch, near
Heidelberg. However, the Jews
either fled or were deported so that
after the Holocaust there were no
more Jews left in my hometown.
My first encounter with Judaism
was during my studies of theology
in Freiburg. Later, when I came
to Munich, [ joined the Catholic
Integrated Community, which was
born in reaction to the horror of the
Holocaust. In its aftermath, the group
work of our community focused
on broader moral and theological
questions, such as: How could this
happen in a country where almost
everyone was Christian? What was
wrong with the Church and with
the form in which Christianity was
practiced? How should we live to
prevent this from happening again?
The reflection of the community
also led to the understanding that
the Church had lost something;
it no longer knew the Jews as its
brothers and sisters. Over the years
it has become apparent that the
Church had lost the connection to
the Old Testament and to the Jews.
The Christians had lost their origin,
they no longer knew where they
had come from. Christians and the
Church were highly individualistic
and thus were not at all able to
oppose the Nazi regime. By himself,
the individual is too weak to resist.
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Interviewer Rachel Verliebter

Opposition requires a community.
Early on in the history of this
community, one of its members was
a baptized Jew who brought us the
Chassidic tales of Martin Buber and
the Rosenzweig-Buber translation
of the Bible which was used for
lectures and hymns. Through this
translation the community gained
a new connection to the Bible,
one that was alive. It wasn’t a
coincidence that all this occurred
in Munich, the very place that used
to be the epitome of Nazism in the
past. The healing must occur at the
place where the break occurred. It
is in the very town where Nazism
was conceived that something new
had to emerge seeking to mend the
world: Tikkun Olam. This healing
somehow had to happen in Germany
too. Twenty years ago a very
meaningful exchange took place
between our community and a group
of about thirty Israelis from several
religious and secular Kibbutzim.
Many of the Kibbutzniks had fled
Germany and wished to find out
whether something had changed
in the Germans’ way of thinking.
Moreover there was another concern
that both communities had in
common: My community is based
on belief, whereas the Kibbutz was
based on socialist ideology, however
we were facing the same problems:
What is the relationship between
the Self and the community? How
can the individual be free and yet
be part of a community? In the
past few years I have attempted to
understand this relationship from a
biblical perspective and it came to
my notice that the prophets consider
the Geulah to be inclusive of the

Jewish people as well of the Goyim.
For this reason the cooperation
seems so important to me.

= Tell us about your experience
with teaching Tanakh,
the Hebrew Bible, at the
University of the Pope in
Rome.

I did my PhD at the Gregoriana
University and have been teaching
there for the past 12 years. I must
say that there’s nothing more
beautiful than being able to teach
the Bible in Rome, the center of the
Church. I teach the Hebrew Bible
to people from all over the world
who have decided to serve God,
become priests or wish to join the
clergy. Most of them are selected by

Michael P. Maier, priest
and member of the Catholic
Integrated Community, teaches
Biblical Theology at the
Pontifical Gregorian University
in Rome and collaborates with
the Chair for the Theology
of the People of God at the
Pontifical Lateran University.
His new book: Volkerwallfahrt
Im Jesajabuch, Berlin 2016.

Professor Michael P. Maier
gave a talk for the Department
of Jewish Thought Colloquium
in Bar-llan University on 14
March, 2016, entitled “‘Nostra
Aetate’ — The (unaccomplished)
Revolution in Catholic Thinking
about Judaism”.

The present interview was
held in German and translated

into English.




the bishop in their country and sent
to study in Rome. Therefore they
are the most talented people from
each country. In a classroom of 33
students the entire world is present:
From the U.S. to Mexico, Brazil,
Peru, Northern Europe (Italy, France,
Germany, Poland), Africa (Nigeria,
Tanzania), Lebanon, India and the
Philippines. I have the opportunity
to teach them 7Tanakh interpretation,
and notice how important the
biblical message and the story of
Israel are for students from over
100 countries. I feel that Bible study
offers the opportunity to feel unity
within the cultural diversities. They
all study the Hebrew Bible with a
take home message for their local
situation. In a way they all become
students of the Prophets. As such, a
Lebanese PhD student of mine, who
has endured the civil war, is writing
his dissertation about Hester Panim,
the concealment of God’s face in the
book of Isaiah. He experiences the
situation in his country as Hester
Panim and asks why? Then he
reaches a passage in Isaiah 54, 8: “In
a little wrath I hid My face from thee
for a moment; but with everlasting
kindness will I have compassion on
thee, saith the Lord thy Redeemer.”
The episode describes how God
conceals his face but it is actually
the sins of the people that cause
this state of hiding. Another one of
my students, who is a priest from
Uganda, is working on the passage
in Jeremiah where a black stranger
named Eved Melech is the only one
to recognize the prophet and save
him from the cistern into which he
was thrown during the occupation
of Jerusalem. A student from the
Ukraine, who has experienced the
situation of the Orthodox Church
under communism, is looking at false
prophecy and at the ways prophets
are manipulated by politicians in
the book of Isaiah. These examples
illustrate how essential the story of

<— Israel is for the personal narrative

of people from such different
backgrounds, allowing them to
find answers for situations in their
country.

= How did you and Yaakov
Kohler become friends?

I met Yaakov Kohler in 2007 at
Ben-Gurion University where 1
was taking a summer Ulpan for
German speaking students. In the
afternoon there were lectures in
German and Yaakov Kohler gave
two lectures about how rabbinic
Judaism perceived Christianity.
These perceptions were partly
very negative — Christians being
depicted as idolaters — and partly
positive, since they were the ones to
disseminate the Torah to the pagans.
Knowing that I was a Catholic
theologian, Yaakov expected me to
argue against these depictions, and
was quite surprised at my reaction, as
I actually appreciated learning about
Maimonides’ critical objections to
Christianity. This is how we got
to know each other. Later Yaakov
Kohler was invited to lecture in
Rome. We discussed questions
about the Bible and tradition,
discovering many commonalities
as well as some differences. To
me he is an invaluable source
for discovering Judaism. In our
dialogue we try to understand and
respect each other’s ways, knowing
and tolerating that the other’s
approach and way of being is a
different one. From the standpoint
of a genuine consciousness of
otherness, the question is how may
we have an exchange from the
point of view of our traditions in
order to understand what the Bible
is essentially about? What is the
story of God and his people? Over
the years we noticed that we share
a common disposition: The quest
for truth, the right image of God,
the relation between tradition and
change, and we have come to feel

that two paths are drawing closer to
each other.

= You are one of the very few
Christian theologians who
are using Jewish exegetes
like Rashi or Ibn Ezra
in their work alongside
Christian interpreters. Why
are you doing this?
In the past 2000 years the Church has
predominantly interpreted the Bible
against the Jewish people. Thereby
it was justifying its doctrine and
claimed that the “blindfolded” Jews
did not understand anything. In the
famous medieval Christian-Jewish
polemics it was always clear from
the outset that the Rabbi would
lose the dispute which mainly
served the purpose to justify one’s
doctrine and to oppose the other’s
belief. Ever since ‘“Nostra Aetate”
— the Declaration on the Relation
of the Church with Non-Christian
Religions — the Catholic Church
has recognized the legitimacy of the
Jewish interpretation of the Bible
and has even been recommending
its study to Christian exegetes.
After this shift in the official
position of the Church, Jewish
exegesis is not only considered
a legitimate interpretation per se
but it is also perceived as offering
important insights for Christians
with regard to both the Old and
the New Testament. Although
this is a very important and good
official statement, it certainly is
not practiced enough. I looked for
historical examples where Christian
theologians actually knew and
applied Jewish exegesis. I found
two 13" and 14" century authors
who both knew some Hebrew and
were probably also acquainted with
Rabbis on a more personal level.
The Franciscan teacher Nicholas
of Lyra used his knowledge to
prove the truth of the Christian
belief and the falsity of the Jewish
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belief. Andreas von St. Viktor
on the other hand refrained from
projecting Christian doctrine onto
the Old Testament, rather, more
like Rashi, his glosses on Isaiah are
literal readings taking into account
Hebrew and Arabic meanings of
Scripture. He often justifies the
Jewish position and is therefore
criticized by his peer for being
too influenced by Jewish belief. 1
thereby wanted to show how such
an exchange was functioning back
then and also wished to encourage
us today to hear the other side and
try to learn from the dialogue.

» The view of Judaism on the
side of the Catholic Church
has changed substantially
within the last 50 years.
Recently the Church even
renounced all missionary
activity among Jews. Is there
still something to improve in
Jewish-Catholic relations?

The relationship between Jews and
Christians is considered to be a
partnership and even a friendship.
However friendship is possible
only between persons, not between
Christianity and Judaism as such.
There is still a lot to be learned. One
of the ways to do so is suggested
by Avi Elgayam in his book Adon
Hashalom: To get acquainted with
the prayers of the other and also
pray together. He does that regularly
and so do I, when I attend Kabbalat
Shabbat in the synagogue in Rome.
I thereby enter the relation the other
has to God. Some people think that
this is not possible however I believe
it is. If one wishes, it is indeed
possible, it just requires a lot of time
to understand what is happening
during prayer, since Christian prayer
is very different from Jewish prayer.
I would like to add another point
here. If we are really friends, then
what makes a friendship? Friends go
out to the restaurant, to the cinema

INIY NAWNNDT NPIN0DN < NITA'MN 'WTRT nUT1P9N < |9'8°12 NU'0111IN

together; they enjoy having kef, fun,
together. However the real friendship
lies in their exchange of thoughts and
most importantly in confiding their
problems in each other. 1 believe
that something similar could also
grow between Jews and Christians:
We could talk about the problems
that we share. For example: What
is the status of women? What is the
relationship between religion and
politics? Why is religion so often
the source of dispute? How can we
reach agreement? There are many
common aspects in the challenges
that we face, such as the battle about
the Kotel. In the Catholic Church
there is also a feminist movement
displaying similar ~ processes:
Women fight for priesthood. Women
should be able to be priests as well.
It is not guaranteed that we could
actually help each other, however
just like in real life one isn’t always
able to provide practical advice but
by listening to the other’s problems
a space is created that constitutes
help. Judaism and Christianity have
been compared to a twin birth.
From the beginning there’s a painful
separation. Over the centuries
Judaism and Christianity evolved
by differentiation from each other.
Each religion was defining itself
negatively in opposition to the other.
In the history of their common
origin, from the second -century
onwards, each one has that which the
other is lacking. Therefore I believe
that it is about time that we discuss
the unsolved problems. By the way
this is also the least pleasant among
people: It takes courage, the courage
to face truth. It seems to me that the
problems in Judaism and within the
Church pave the way to a greater
proximity. Even if each partner
cannot solve his own problems, he
can still help the other.

= How do you like Israel? How
is it for a Catholic priest to

study Hebrew at Bar-Ilan, as
you do right now?

I love Israel. It is a wonderful
country. I experience it as a land of
fulfilled dreams. A land that has been
occupied for hundreds of years, a
scattered people and a language that
was dead. The people, the land and
the language have been resuscitated
here. It seems almost normal, yet
it really is one of history’s greatest
wonders that this land does at all
exist. It is a real pleasure to see the
young students who have given two
to three years of their lives to help
their country. It is remarkable how
focused they are. The atmosphere
is very lively but everything has a
certain concentration. On campus,
the impression one gets is not one
of a laid-back student-life but that
everyone knows exactly what they
want. In the light of the current
circumstances, this seems to be a
happy generation. It is a precious
opportunity to be able to experience
that. Also, Bar-Ilan University is
very special since it is a religious
institution seeking to combine
religiosity with the acquisition of
worldly knowledge. How does it
work that belief and religion are
deepened while absorbing rational,
mundane knowledge? And that these
two realms even complete and enrich
each other. In Catholicism these
two wings — belief and rationality
— were strongly advocated by Pope
Benedict. In Yaakov Kohler’s course
on philosophy in the Talmud which
I am attending, students seem to be
discovering something deeper about
their religion for the first time. By
means of the mandatory lectures
on Judaism adults may confront
their belief with all their critical
understanding and place it into the
context of their lives. To be able to
confront a rich tradition on the one
hand, while thinking critically on the
other hand is fantastic. Therefore I

am very happy to be here.



