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Theological and Ecclesiological 
Implications of the Recent 
“Within Judaism” School  

of New Testament Scholarship

Geoffrey Ready

CROSSROADS OF FAITH

I. Introduction: Standing at a 
Particular Angle

I want to begin with a confession 
of perspective. I am an Orthodox 
Christian presbyter, the rector of a 
small mission parish in Toronto and 
the Director of Orthodox Christian 
Studies at Trinity College within the 
University of Toronto. I am also, for 
the past decade or so, someone who 
has been reading with sustained at-
tention the work of scholars associ-
ated with what is increasingly called 
the “within Judaism” school of New 
Testament interpretation. These two 
things—Orthodox Christian faith and 
“within Judaism” scholarship—are 
the lenses through which everything I 
am going to say here is refracted.

I should say at once that I do not ex-
perience these two commitments as 
being in tension. That is, in fact, the 
central argument of this paper. But 
the shape of the argument may be 
unexpected, because it runs not from 
scholarship to faith—not from “now 
that historians have told me what the 
early church was really like, I have re-
vised my theology”—but rather from 
faith to scholarship and back again, in 
a kind of sustained, mutually enrich-
ing conversation.

The image I like to use is the kaleido-
scope. If you shift a kaleidoscope by a 
single degree, all the content remains. 
The coloured glass, the mirrors, the 
geometry—none of it has changed. 
But suddenly a pattern that was mere-
ly latent comes into brilliant visibili-
ty, and you find yourself asking how 
you could have looked at this for so 
long without seeing what was there 
all along. That, in essence, is what 
the “within Judaism” scholarship has 
done to my Orthodox Christian the-
ology and ecclesiology. The content 
of the faith remains. It is simply, and 
profoundly, coming into focus.

II. What Is the “Within Judaism” 
School?

Let me offer a brief account of what I 
mean by the “within Judaism” school, 
before turning to its implications.

The phrase itself is associated with a 
wide tent of New Testament schol-
ars, religious studies specialists, and 
historians: people like Mark Nanos, 
Paula Fredriksen, Amy-Jill Levine, 
Matthew Thiessen, Karin and Magnus 
Zetterholm, Anders Runesson, 
Matthew Novenson, Mark Kinzer, 
Pamela Eisenbaum, Isaac Oliver, and 
many others. A significant number of 
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these scholars are themselves Jewish, 
which is one of the things that dis-
tinguishes this movement from earli-
er phases of scholarship on Christian 
origins. The Jewishness of the schol-
ars is not incidental; it means that the 
Judaism of the first century is being 
described from the inside, as a living 
tradition with its own internal logic, 

rather than from 
the outside, as 
a foil against 
which the novel-
ty of Christianity 
is contrasted.

The foundation-
al claim of the 
“within Judaism” 
school is at once 
historical and her-
meneutical: the 
New Testament is 
not a collection of 
post-Jewish doc-
uments. It is, in 
fact, the largest 
surviving collec-

tion of Jewish literature from the late 
Second Temple period. Every one of 
its authors—as far as we can tell—was 
Jewish, with the possible exception of 
Luke, and even that is contested. The 
communities it addresses were com-
munities in which Jews and gentiles 
were navigating what it meant to wor-
ship the God of Israel together, in the 
light of the conviction that the messi-
anic age had arrived. The earliest Jesus 
movement was not a breakaway from 
Judaism. It was a movement with-
in Judaism, specifically a messianic 
Jewish movement that was in the pro-
cess—a protracted, contested, and his-
torically complex process—of incorpo-
rating non-Jewish members.

Underlying this claim is a method-
ological insight that is easy to state 

but demanding to internalize. In 
Mediterranean antiquity, what we call 
“religion” and what we call “ethnicity” 
were not separable categories. They 
were two names for the same thing. 
Gods, land, language, kinship, and an-
cestral custom (τα πάτρια) all consti-
tuted a single complex of identity. To 
be a Jew was to observe the Jewish an-
cestral customs—Torah, Sabbath, cir-
cumcision, the Temple—and those 
customs were simultaneously the ex-
pression of piety toward Israel’s God 
and the markers of Jewish identity. You 
could not have one without the other. 
Fredriksen makes this point with char-
acteristic precision: “Religions were 
ethnically embedded; ethnic groups 
came with cult.” This means that what 
most New Testament scholars mean 
when they speak of Paul’s “Law-free 
gospel”—the claim that Paul freed 
gentile converts from the obligation 
of Jewish practice—is, when set in its 
proper ancient context, almost entire-
ly incoherent. There was no such thing 
as a “Law-free gospel.” Paul’s was cer-
tainly not one. Paul’s insistence that 
his gentile communities abandon the 
worship of their own gods and hon-
our the God of Israel alone was it-
self a radical act of Judaizing—and it 
was experienced as such by the pagan 
world around them. The demand was 
not to be free of Jewish practice; it was 
to enact the most socially conspicuous 
and politically dangerous of all Jewish 
practices: the refusal of cult to any god 
but Israel’s.

This reframing has consequences that 
ramify in every direction. It changes 
how we read Paul. It changes how we 
read the Gospels. It changes how we 
understand the “parting of the ways” 
between Judaism and Christianity. 
And, as I want to argue here, it chang-
es how an Orthodox Christian under-
stands the Church itself. 

Saint Paul, fresco 
at the cave of Saint 
Paul at Ephesus, late 
5th-early 6th c. 
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III. The Orthodox Vantage Point

Before I turn to those consequences, I 
need to say something about the par-
ticular angle from which I receive this 
scholarship—namely, the angle of 
Orthodox Christianity.

Orthodox Christianity makes a dis-
tinctive and, to outside observers, 
sometimes puzzling claim about its 
own identity. It understands itself 
not merely as one Christian tradi-
tion among others, but as the organ-
ic continuation of the apostolic com-
munity. When an Orthodox Christian 
says “apostolic,” she means some-
thing quite specific: not merely that 
the Church holds to the teaching of 
the apostles—all the historic church-
es claim this—but that the Church is 
the community the apostles formed, 
that there is a continuous, unbroken 
thread running from the Jerusalem ek-
klesia gathered at Pentecost through 
every generation to the present day.

I hold this conviction myself. And 
what the “within Judaism” scholar-
ship has done, for me, is not destabi-
lize this conviction but rather radical-
ize it. If I am committed to taking the 
apostolic era seriously as normative—
if I believe that what the earliest com-
munity was is what the Church is and 
should be—then I am compelled to take 
seriously the scholarship that tells me 
in unprecedented historical detail 
what that earliest community actually 
looked like. And what it looked like, 
in the best current historical recon-
struction, is: Jewish.

Not merely “Jewish in its roots” 
or “Jewish in its background.” The 
Jerusalem community under James 
(Iakovos, Jacob) the brother of the 
Lord—whom the Orthodox tradi-
tion venerates as the first Bishop of 

Jerusalem—was a thoroughly, obser-
vantly, unapologetically Jewish com-
munity. Its members attended the 
Temple, kept Torah, observed the cov-
enant markers of Jewish identity, gath-
ered in synagogues, and lived within 
the rhythms of Jewish practice. To all 
of this they added the celebration of 
the Eucharist and the eschatological 
conviction that the Messiah had come 
and was coming again. These were 
Jews who believed in Jesus. They were 
not, in any meaningful sense of the 
term, converts to a new religion. There 
was, in the first century, no such thing 
as Christianity to convert to.

IV. The Church as the Nations 
Alongside Israel

This brings me to the first and most 
fundamental theological implication I 
want to draw: a reimagining of what 
the Church is.

The dominant ecclesiological self-un-
derstanding in most of Western 
Christianity—and, I say with some 
pain, in much of Eastern Christianity 
as well—has been supersessionist. 
The Church, in this account, is the 
new Israel. The people of the old cove-
nant have been superseded, replaced, 
absorbed into a community that now 
holds their inheritance. The Scriptures 
of Israel are the Old Testament—old 
in the sense of obsolete, a prelude to 
the real story. The Jewish people are, 
at best, a historical curiosity; at worst, 
a theological embarrassment.

The “within Judaism” scholarship 
makes this position historically un-
tenable. But more importantly for my 
purposes, it also makes it theological-
ly incoherent—and the theology that 
exposes its incoherence is not liber-
al Protestant theology or post-Shoah 
Christian penitentialism, but the very 
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tradition I inhabit: Orthodox patristic 
theology, read with fresh attention.

If the earliest community understood 
itself as a messianic Jewish community 
gathering the nations into the worship 
of the God of Israel, then the Church 
is not Israel’s replacement. The Church 
is what the prophets of Israel fore-
told when they envisioned the nations 
streaming to Zion. It is the fulfilment 
of Zechariah’s vision that ten people 
from every nation would take hold of a 
Jew by the cloak and say, “Take us with 
you, for we have heard that God is with 
you” (Zechariah 8:23). It is the enact-
ment of Isaiah’s vision of the mountain 
of the Lord to which all nations would 
come (Isaiah 2:2–4). The Church is the 
nations alongside Israel—not Israel’s 
replacement, but Israel’s eschatologi-
cal accompaniment.

This is, I want to insist, not a dimin-
ishment of the Church’s dignity. It is, 
on the contrary, an enhancement of it. 
The nations have been welcomed into 
the story of the one true God, a sto-
ry they could not have accessed on 
their own. They have been grafted, as 
Paul says, into a holy root. Their dig-
nity consists precisely in their being 

summoned—not in their having sup-
planted those who were already there.

Fredriksen makes a striking obser-
vation about the physical layout of 
Herod’s Temple that illuminates this 
vision in a new way.1 The Temple was 
constructed around concentric court-
yards of graduated sanctity: inner-
most was the court of the priests, then 
the court of Israel. But the outermost 
and by far the largest court—the one 
that surrounded and encompassed 
all the others—was the Court of the 
Nations. Pagans were welcome there. 
Herod expanded this outer court to 
some thirty-five acres, nearly a mile 
around its perimeter. The architectur-
al logic of the Temple already encoded 
the eschatological vision: Israel at the 
centre, encompassed by the nations. 
This is precisely Paul’s picture. And 
it is precisely what Paul understands 
himself to be enacting in his apostolic 
mission. 

There is a critical distinction, howev-
er, that the “within Judaism” schol-
arship presses with particular force: 
the distinction between turning and 
converting. In the Jewish apocalyp-
tic tradition upon which Paul draws, 
the eschatological nations do not 
convert to Judaism. They turn. The 
Greek epistrépho—“to turn,” “to be 
turned toward”—is the word Paul 
and his sources use. Paul writes to 
the Thessalonians: “You turned to 
God from idols, to worship the true 
and living God, and to wait for his 
Son from heaven” (1 Thess. 1:9). They 
have turned; they have not converted. 
The Jerusalem Council described in 
Acts 15 turns on precisely this point: 
the question was not whether Jewish 
members of the movement should 
stop being Jews—no one raised that 
question—but whether gentile mem-
bers needed to become Jews. The 

1  Paula Fredriksen, 
When Christians Were 
Jews: The First Gener-
ation (Yale University 
Press, 2018).

Herod’s Temple in 
the First century AD, 
reconstruction by 
Karbel Multimedia/
Logos Bible, 2008.
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answer was no. Gentiles enter the 
people of God as gentiles, bringing 
their own irreplaceable identity into 
the gathering, grafted onto the holy 
root without first being required to 
become the root.

V. Re-Reading Paul’s Olive Tree

The exegetical fulcrum for this entire 
argument is Paul’s extended medita-
tion in Romans 9–11, and in particular 
his image of the olive tree in Romans 
11. I want to spend some time on this 
because the textual details are, I think, 
genuinely surprising—and because 
the history of how this passage has 
been translated is itself a lesson in the 
power of inherited assumptions to 
override what the text actually says.

Romans 9–11 has traditionally been 
read as Paul’s tortured reflection on the 
tragedy of Israel’s rejection of Christ. 
On this reading, Israel stumbled; its 
branches were cut off; the gentiles were 
grafted in their place; and eventually, 
somehow, Israel will be restored. The 
theological logic is one of supersession 
followed by belated restoration.

Mark Nanos’s close reading of the 
Greek text complicates this picture 
considerably, and I find his argu-
ments persuasive. Let me take three 
specific textual moments in turn, be-
ginning with the one that I think de-
serves the most sustained attention.

The first, and most consequential, con-
cerns a distinction the Greek makes 
that virtually every English translation 
has erased. Throughout verses 17 to 20 
of Romans 11, Paul describes what has 
happened to certain natural branches 
using the verb ekláō. Then, in verses 22 
to 24, he turns to address the wild ol-
ive shoot directly—the gentile grafted 
onto the tree—with a severe warning: if 

you are arrogant toward those natural 
branches, you yourself will be ekkóptō, 
lopped off. These are two different 
Greek verbs. Ekkóptō is unmistakably 
severe: it means to cut off, to lop, to 
fell. But ekláō—the word used for the 
natural branches throughout the ear-
lier verses—carries a softer and more 
ambiguous range of meaning. It can 
mean bent, cracked, or broken in such 
a way that the limb remains attached. 
Leviticus 1:17 uses it of a bird’s wing 
“bent” but “not separated” (ou dielei). 
Pausanias uses it of a toe fractured in a 
wrestling match—broken but emphati-
cally still on the body. The entire trans-
lation tradition has imported the se-
vere meaning of ekkóptō backward into 
ekláō—and thereby transformed a pas-
sage about temporary dislocation into 
one about permanent excision.

If we read Paul as actually using two 
different words because he means 
two different things—branches bent 
to make room for a new graft, versus 
the warning of being lopped off that the 
wild shoot faces should it become ar-
rogant—the allegory changes entirely. 
The branches of Israel are not broken 
off and removed from the tree. They 
are bent aside, temporarily, to allow 
the wild shoot to be inserted among 
them. They remain on the tree. They 
are cracked and in need of protective 
callusing while they heal; they are not 
gone.

The second moment concerns the 
phrase that describes where the wild 
shoot has been inserted. Most mod-
ern translations, including the RSV 
and NRSV, render the Greek en auto-
is as “in their place.” Here the natural 
branches were; now here the gentile 
shoot is instead. But en autois is ev-
erywhere else in the New Testament 
translated “among them.” The King 
James Version preserves this: the 
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gentile branch is grafted “in among 
them.” The shift to “in their place” 
is a post-Shoah mistranslation—
introduced, remarkably, after the 
Holocaust, in translations ostensibly 
seeking a more responsible reading 
of Paul—and it imports into the text 
precisely the replacement logic those 
translations were attempting to re-
pudiate. Paul used en autois here pre-
cisely to combat replacement reason-
ing. If the wild shoot is grafted among 
the natural branches rather than in the 
place of them, the entire image shifts 
from supersession to incorporation.

The third moment concerns the word 
translated “hardening” in Romans 
11:25. Paul announces that “a pórō-
sis has come upon part of Israel, un-
til the full number of the gentiles has 
come in.” The traditional reading hears 
this as a judicial punishment, likening 
it to Pharaoh’s hardened heart. But 
here too Paul uses a different word. 
For Pharaoh’s hardening he uses sk-
lérōsis (Romans 9). Pórōsis is a medical 
and agricultural term for the callusing 
that forms over a fracture—protective 
tissue that develops to shield an inju-
ry while healing takes place. If a di-
vine protection has formed over the 
wounded natural branches to shield 
them during the period in which the 
nations are being gathered, the picture 
changes entirely. Israel is not being 
punished; Israel is being protected. The 
temporary callusing is what allows the 
branches to survive until they can be 
reinvigorated to bear fruit again.

The cumulative effect of these three 
readings is a Paul who is not announc-
ing the tragic displacement of Israel 
but something far more theologically 
complex and ultimately more hopeful: 
the nations are being gathered along-
side Israel, inserted among Israel’s tem-
porarily bent branches, while Israel is 

being sheltered by a divine protective 
callusing until that gathering is com-
plete. The “mystery” Paul announc-
es in Romans 11:25–26 is not the final 
conversion of the Jews to Christianity. 
It is the completion of a single, coor-
dinated process in which the nations 
and Israel together constitute the full-
ness of the people of God.

VI. The Cross Belongs to Israel’s 
Story

The implications I have drawn so 
far from “within Judaism” scholar-
ship have been primarily ecclesiolog-
ical: they concern the identity of the 
Church and its relationship to Israel. 
There is a second order of implica-
tion that is christological—concerning 
the meaning of the cross itself—and 
it may be the more pastorally conse-
quential of the two.

The claim, simply stated, is this: the 
cross belongs to Israel’s story, not to 
the story of Israel’s rejection.

The traditional Christian reading of 
the Passion—at least as it has func-
tioned pastorally and homiletical-
ly over most of Christian history—
has constructed a narrative of Jewish 
guilt. “The Jews” killed Jesus. The 
high priests betrayed him. The crowd 
demanded his crucifixion. This narra-
tive has functioned, across centuries, 
as theological justification for violence 
against Jewish communities, and its 
consequences are incalculable.

The historical evidence does not sup-
port this narrative, and the “within 
Judaism” scholarship makes this un-
mistakably clear. Crucifixion was a 
Roman punishment. It was carried out 
under Roman authority. The charge 
against Jesus—seditious messianic 
pretension—was a Roman political 
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concern. Jesus was one of thousands of 
Jews whom the Roman occupation ex-
ecuted by this method during the pe-
riod of occupation. Whatever role the 
chief priests played in the narrative, it 
was the role of a Rome-dependent oli-
garchy acting in fear of the people. It 
was not the action of Israel.

But there is a deeper theological point 
here that goes beyond the exculpation 
of the Jewish people. It concerns the 
meaning of the cross itself. Jesus was 
crucified as Israel, not by Israel. The 
cross is not the moment at which the 
story of Jesus and the story of Israel 
diverge. It is the moment of their 
deepest convergence.

Israel’s story, as told in the Scriptures, 
is among other things a story of suffer-
ing under an empire: Egypt, Assyria, 
Babylon, the Seleucids, and then 
Rome. When Jesus is handed over to 
Roman authority and executed by a 
Roman method of punishment, he en-
ters into and recapitulates that long 
history of imperial violence against 
God’s covenant people. The cross is 
the culmination of Pharaoh’s oppres-
sion, of Nebuchadnezzar’s destruc-
tion of the Temple, of Antiochus’s 
desecration of the holy place. Read 
this way, the Passion is not a rupture 
between Jesus and his people but the 
deepest possible identification with 
them.

This is not a novel reading. It is, I be-
lieve, the reading most consistent 
with the Suffering Servant tradition 
in Isaiah, which the earliest Christians 
drew upon to interpret the crucifix-
ion—a tradition that is collective and 
representative in its original context, 
and which loses its depth when re-
duced to a transaction between God 
and an isolated individual. Jesus on 
the cross is Israel under Rome, and his 

vindication in the resurrection is the 
vindication of the God of Israel over 
the powers of this world.

When preachers present the Passion 
as a story of what “the Jews” did to 
Jesus, they invert this entirely. They 
transform a narrative of imperial op-
pression into a narrative of Jewish 
guilt, and in doing so they obscure 
the very thing the cross is meant to 
reveal. This inversion was not theo-
logically innocent. It became possible 
precisely when Christians had recon-
structed themselves as Romans—as 
the dominant partner of empire rath-
er than as a movement of those on 
the underside of power. A religion 
whose founder was executed by the 
state is politically intolerable for a 
state church. The guilt for the cruci-
fixion had to be relocated, and it was 
relocated onto the Jewish people.

VII. Ecclesiological Consequences: 
What Kind of Church Do We Think 
We Are?

These theological reframings have 
direct ecclesiological consequences, 
and I want to draw out two of them 
explicitly.

The first concerns the loss of the Jewish 
ekklesia at the centre of the Church. The 
bishops of Jerusalem in the first centu-
ry bore Jewish names: Jacob, Simeon, 
Zachaeus, Tobias, Benjamin, Matthias, 
Levi, Ephraim, Joseph, Judas—all re-
flecting a community rooted in Jewish 
identity. After the Roman expulsion of 
Jews from Jerusalem following the Bar 
Kokhba revolt in 135 CE, the bishops 
become Marcus, Cassianus, Publius, 
Maximus. The shift is unmistakable, 
and the Orthodox tradition has actual-
ly preserved the memory of it, though 
without always drawing the obvious 
theological conclusion. 
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What was lost when the Jewish ekkle-
sia at the heart of the Church was de-
stroyed was not merely a sociological 
feature of early Christianity. What was 
lost was the ecclesiological structure 
that had prevented Christians from 
imagining themselves to be Israel’s re-
placement. As long as a living, Torah-
observant Jewish community stood at 
the centre of the Church, Christians 
could not pretend that the nations had 
replaced Israel. The Jewish presence 
was the visible, embodied refutation 
of that claim. When that presence was 
destroyed—not by theological decision 
but by the military force of the Roman 
Empire—the safeguard against super-
sessionism was removed.

The second consequence concerns 
what I have come to call “an Orthodox 
Christianity within Judaism.” This is 
a phrase I use carefully, because I do 
not mean that I practise Judaism. I 
am a gentile Christian. I celebrate the 
Eucharist, venerate the saints, chant 
the liturgical offices. But I under-
stand what I am doing—Orthodox 
Christianity—as one expression of 
what the prophets of Israel foretold 
when they envisioned the nations 

coming to worship the God of Israel. 
My liturgy, my sacraments, my theol-
ogy of the Incarnation and the Trinity: 
all of this is the fruit of God’s long 
work with Israel, now brought to bear 
on the peoples of the world.

To be an Orthodox Christian, on this 
account, is to be part of the nations 
alongside Israel—not Israel’s replace-
ment, not Israel’s spiritual superior, 
but Israel’s eschatological companion 
in the worship of the one true God. 
The consequence for Jewish–Christian 
relations is not diplomatic or mere-
ly ethical. It is theological: the Jewish 
people are not the Church’s problem 
to be solved, but the Church’s elder 
partner in the story of God’s purposes 
for the world.

VIII. The Question of Particularity

I am aware that this entire argument 
raises a sharp question, and I want to 
address it directly before closing. The 
question is whether this position is 
compatible with traditional Christian 
claims about the particularity of Jesus 
Christ.

I hold, as Orthodox Christians hold, 
that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah 
of Israel, the incarnate Word of God, 
the second person of the Trinity. I do 
not hold this tentatively or diplomat-
ically. It is the centre of my faith and 
my life. The question is what that con-
viction implies about the standing of 
the Jewish people before God.

My answer, rooted in the patristic tra-
dition I inhabit, is that Jews remain 
in covenant relationship with God 
through their faithfulness to Torah, 
which was itself given by the Logos. 
This is a Christological claim, not 
a diplomatic concession. Orthodox 
Christian theology confesses that the 

Saint James, Bishop 
of Jerusalem. Con-
temporary icon.
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second person of the Trinity—the 
Logos, the Word—is the one who 
called Abraham, who met Moses on 
Sinai and gave the Torah, who spoke 
through the prophets, who was with 
Israel throughout the entire biblical 
narrative. When Paul writes that the 
rock that accompanied Israel in the 
wilderness “was Christ” (1 Cor. 10:4), 
he is expressing what becomes a foun-
dational conviction of patristic theol-
ogy: every encounter between God 
and Israel in the Hebrew Scriptures is 
an encounter with the pre-incarnate 
Christ.

The consequence follows directly: if 
Torah was given by the Logos, then 
faithfulness to Torah is faithfulness to 
Christ, whether or not the one who is 
faithful identifies Jesus of Nazareth as 
the incarnation of that same Logos. The 
Jewish person who keeps covenant 
with the God of Israel is keeping cove-
nant with the one Christians confess as 
the Son of God. This is not a theologi-
cal loophole. It is the inner logic of the 
Incarnation, read backward through 
the whole of Israel’s story.

Paul makes this point from the other 
direction in his letter to the Ephesians. 
Writing to gentile believers, he re-
minds them of what they had been 
before: “Remember that you were at 
that time without Christ, being aliens 
from the commonwealth of Israel, and 
strangers to the covenants of prom-
ise, having no hope and without 
God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12). 
They have now been “brought near” 
(Ephesians 2:13). The obvious impli-
cation is that those who were already 
near—Israel—already possessed all 
these things: God, hope, the cove-
nants of promise, the commonwealth 
of Israel, and Christ himself, the one 
who had been with them from the 
beginning.

This does not dissolve my own con-
fession into vague religious pluralism. 
I hold the eschatological expectation 
that Paul holds: that the convergence 
of Israel’s vocation and the nations’ 
response is moving toward the mo-
ment when, as Paul writes to the 
Philippians, “every tongue should 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father.” But I hold 
this conviction alongside the equal-
ly Pauline insistence that the gifts 
and calling of God are irrevocable, 
that Israel’s covenant with the God 
of Israel stands unrevoked—not as a 
temporary dispensation pending cor-
rection, but as a permanent and irre-
placeable element of God’s purposes 
for the world.

IX. Conclusion: A Different Narrative 
Theology

Let me close by returning to where I 
began: the image of the kaleidoscope.

I continue to inhabit the liturgical, 
spiritual, and theological world of 
Orthodox Christianity. I celebrate 
the Divine Liturgy and find in it in-
exhaustible depth. I pray the offices, 
venerate the saints, keep the fasts, and 
receive the sacraments. None of this 
has been displaced by what I have 
learned from “within Judaism” schol-
arship. It has been illuminated.

What has changed is the narrative 
theology—the story I tell about what 
it means to be an Orthodox Christian. 
The supersessionist story says: the old 
has passed away, the new has come, 
the Church is Israel’s heir and replace-
ment, and the Jewish people, having 
rejected their Messiah, stand outside 
the covenant. This story has a coher-
ence of its own, but it is purchased 
at a catastrophic moral and theologi-
cal cost. It has generated centuries of 
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anti-Judaism, fuelled pogroms and 
persecutions, and provided the cul-
tural substrate without which the 
Holocaust would have been, if not im-
possible, then far harder to sustain. 
And it is, I am convinced, wrong—
both historically and theologically.

The alternative story says: the God of 
Israel has been at work from the be-
ginning to bring all of creation into the 
divine presence. That work proceed-
ed through the particular covenant 
with Israel, through the Torah given 
at Sinai, through the prophets’ vision 
of the nations gathering to Zion. In 
the fullness of time, God became flesh 
in the person of Jesus of Nazareth—a 
faithful Jew who died under Roman 
imperial power and was raised from 
the dead as the first fruits of the new 
creation. The community that gathered 
in response to this event was a Jewish 
community to which the nations were 
being welcomed, grafted among its 
branches, summoned into the worship 
of the God of Israel. The Church is that 
community. It is the nations alongside 
Israel, not the replacement of Israel.

This story requires a thoroughgoing 
reckoning with the history of Christian 
anti-Judaism and its catastrophic 
consequences. It requires Orthodox 
Christians—and I include myself—to 
hear, with genuine penitence, what 

has been perpetrated in the name of 
our tradition against the people of 
God’s first covenant. And it requires 
us to recover, carefully and humbly, 
the ecclesiological clarity that was ob-
scured when the Jewish ekklesia at the 
heart of the Church was destroyed.

There is one more thing it requires: at-
tention to how we read. The “within 
Judaism” scholars press us to notice 
that the interpretive tradition we have 
inherited was not simply exegesis. It 
was, in part, ideology dressed as ex-
egesis—shaped by the interests of 
Christian communities constructing 
themselves against “the Jews” as theo-
logical foil, and later distorted fur-
ther by the anti-Catholic polemics of 
the Reformation, which mapped the 
“Jew” onto the supposed works-righ-
teousness of Rome. What the tradition 
called “objective” reading was inter-
ested reading. The “within Judaism” 
school is also “interested” reading—
but it is interested in recovering the 
most historically probable meaning 
of the text in its original context. And 
that most historically probable mean-
ing, it turns out, is also the one most 
consistent with the deepest convic-
tions of the Orthodox Christian tradi-
tion I inhabit.

The content of the faith remains. It is 
simply, at last, coming into focus. 
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