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The Passion of Faith and the Passion of Image  

Mel Gibson’s film is arousing great excitement in Christian America. Some 22 million persons saw it during its first week; 76 percent of them said they would recommend it to their friends and 32 percent said they would go back to see it again. Watching the movie is a community affair: it expresses one of the fundamentals of the American culture. Almost every local church is holding an organized screening for its members. Discussions about the movie and references to its content, along with a warm recommendation to go see it, can be found in all public forums: in churches and in schools, on hundreds of local radio stations, on television, and in the press. The question of antisemitism in particular and of the Jews in general comes up only on the margins of this discourse. In America, being America, there is no distinction between real life and the imaginary world of Hollywood. Thus a movie can enhance the lives of tens of millions of believing Christians who sometimes take criticism of the film as criticism of their faith and culture—that is, of themselves.

This movie is not Cleopatra or Braveheart, with their historical inspiration. This movie was produced by faith and for faith. Americans are flocking to see it not because of its cinematic quality. American Christians are flocking to themselves, to their culture and their religious faith. They don’t ask what they look like. That doesn’t concern them at all: they believe. 

The Jews are very much disturbed by the question of how they look. The fact that in this movie they play the bad guys distresses them greatly, because their image is wounded. They are also afraid of an increase in antisemitism and a worsening of relations between Jews and Christians in America. They are comfortable thinking in terms of the “Judeo-Christian heritage,” a concept understood differently by Jews with an American-European culture and by Christians with the same culture. The Jews see themselves as partners in the heritage, no longer persecuted on the grounds that they killed God. Christians understand that the mistake made in the past will be corrected in the future, when the Jews return to the land of Israel and accept the Christian faith.

   Many Israelis, both the public and large and in the government, have been excited and enthusiastic about the political support for Israel of tens of millions of American Christians and the practical translation of this support in the Bush administration. Elements on the Israeli right and the leadership of the settlements in Judea-Samaria and Gaza have been quick to nurture friendly relations with anti-Muslim Christian movements, movements that voice warnings such as “America’s war is not against terrorism but against fundamentalist Islam.” Just that—the war of Christianity against Islam.

Those same Israelis should realize that the people who are flocking to see The Passion of the Christ are none other than those Christian supporters of Israel. That precisely those Americans who support settlement in Judea-Samaria and Gaza are also those who believe wholeheartedly in the betrayal by Judas Iscariot. And not only are they the same people, it is also the same steadfast belief in the Christian scriptures that leads them to support Israel, aliya, and settlement. For the Jews, unlike the Muslims, have a role to play in the Second Coming.

The belief that the Jews killed Jesus is not and never was a cause of antisemitism, although it was convenient for anti-Jewish Christians to see the figure of Judas in every Jew. Even if we “prove” that “we” didn’t do it, antisemitism will neither wane nor disappear. The effort being invested by Jews today, in the twenty-first century, to prove that we did not shed that blood is simply pathetic. In Christian eyes, the Jews’ great crime is not that they killed the Son of God but that most of them did not respond to his message and did not accept him as their messiah and that many continued adamantly to refuse to accept the Christian faith for more than 1500 years. It is this stubborn refusal that is the profound theological problem, with which various Christian groups deal in different ways.

The historical perspective, the question whether the specific Jesus really existed (or whether there were many Jews like Jesus of Nazareth, who prophesied and claimed to be the messiah, and were killed by Romans and Jews), and whether the Jews killed him, and who were the Jews who killed them, is quite irrelevant. The fact that hundreds of millions believe what they believe is stronger than any historical “fact.” It is faith, not historical research that determines what is relevant.

 But what may astonish many is that the Jews themselves, in the period when Christianity was crystallizing and spreading, accepted responsibility for the execution of Jesus and his five disciples—not by handing them over to the Romans but on their own account, through the Sanhedrin. According to the Babylonian Talmud: “On the eve of the Passover Yeshu (Jesus) was hanged. For forty days before the execution took place, a herald went forth and cried, ‘He is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Anyone who can say anything in his favor, let him come forward and plead on his behalf.’ But since nothing was brought forward in his favor he was hanged on the eve of the Passover!” (Sanhedrin 43a, Soncino translation). This is also found in other talmudic loci and in the midrash (the censor excised all these passages from the versions of the Talmud printed in Christian Europe). This Jewish assertion in the Talmud, like the Christian allegations referred to above, does not reflect a historical fact. Rather, it reflects the desire to construct a Jewish ethos in which Jesus and his disciples were merely renegade and rabble-rousing Jews who merited the death penalty.

In his movie, Mel Gibson says no more than hundreds of millions of devout Christians all over the world read in their scriptures and hear in sermons in their churches and on radio and television. Nor is it much more than the Jews wrote about themselves in the Talmud. Nevertheless, there were and are Christians who love human beings and Jews, as well as racist Christians who hate Jews and hate Islam. Antisemitism has its own causes; if it cannot justify itself by differences of belief and culture it will allege that the Jews control the economy, science, literature, and art of the entire world. Whether these claims about the Jews are true or not, the Jews should stop being concerned about their image and what their enemies say about them and start fighting with all their might against all forms of racism and xenophobia. In this way they would help diminish evil in the world and find their reward by living in a society in which there is more love for human beings than rejection of them.
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