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assumptions of such influential figures as the lawyer Glanville Williams and the
doctor John Harris, both of whose work aims to weaken the traditional ethic of
respect for human life as such. (Her trenchant review of Williams’s book was not
published by the law journal that had commissioned it; readers will enjoy spec-
ulating as to why not.) A short lecture entitled ‘Knowledge and reverence for
human life’ distinguishes knowledge of ‘indifferent truth’ from the kind of knowl-
edge possessed by someone who has a certain virtue, say justice. The just person
will know certain things as if by nature, for example the intrinsic worth of a human
being. Conversely, the refusal to notice or acknowledge certain truths (such as the
fact that four-week-old foetuses are small human beings) is characteristic of injus-
tice. This lecture left me wishing for a fuller exploration of the connection between
the two types of knowledge, and, relatedly, between doing practical philosophy
well and living well.

Anscombe’s prose style is, as her daughter Mary Geach memorably puts it in the
Introduction, ‘like the confection panforte, all fruit and no dough, very chewy and
tough’. Sometimes her readers will wish that she had indulged their limitations by
spelling out what she had argued, and in particular by explaining why this is
significant within the wider debate. (For this reason, Mary Geach’s Introduction is
particularly helpful.) Anscombe makes her readers work hard; on the other hand,
she never uses unnecessarily technical or over-elaborate language. Like panforte, her
texts are not only chewy, but rich and nutritious. Above all, whether or not you
agree with her, and whether or not you fully grasp her point, Elizabeth Anscombe
makes you want to go on doing philosophy — to go on thinking, as she puts it, ‘about
the most difficult and ultimate questions’. We should be grateful to the editors, and
to the series editor of St Andrews Studies in Philosophy and Public Affairs, for
making this posthumous collection possible, and we might hope that there will be
more to come.

MARGARET ATKINS

WHY THE JEWS REJECTED JESUS. THE TURNING POINT IN WESTERN
HISTORY by David Klinghoffer. Doubleday, New York 2005. 247 pp. $24.95

This brief, difficult and disturbing book covers the entire subject of the relationships
between Judaism and Christianity, encompassing also the engagements of Jews with
Christians and Christians with Jews. It is intellectually the most ambitious book on
its topic that I know, and, rich in original ideas, it also is one of the most engaging.
Even though I find its historical thesis wrong and its theological thesis racist, I also
think that it should be read by everyone who wants to know why Judaism flourishes
among Jews, and why Christianity’s mission to Israel after the flesh, to the Jewish
People, fails ignominiously.

Klinghoffer’s historical thesis, announced in the title, is that Judaism could not
have won over the vast populations that adopted Christianity, so that only
Christianity Judaism without the law or Torah and Halakhah could have accom-
plished the civilizing mission that accomplished by Christianity yielded the Christian
West. No advocate of Judaism has ever before written so shocking an indictment of
Judaism, confirming the accusations of its most bitter enemies, for instance the
apostle Paul and the prophet Muhammad, that it was a forbidden ethnic island
with no message for humanity. And that is only one of Klinghoffer’s propositions —
no wonder it is a book with a troubling message.

Klinghoffer narrates the history of Jews and Judaism’s response to Christianity,
here meaning the claim that Jesus was and is the Messiah: “The disputation has been
going on ever since, as [ will show in this book the first to tell the story of this ancient
debate in the form of a historical narrative. Beginning with how Judaism looked in
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the year immediately before Jesus initiated his ministry, we will tell the story of how
Jews reacted to him as a teacher and provocateur, what role they may have played in
his death, how they violently rejected the apostle Paul, how the debate about Jesus
developed in the Talmudic and medieval periods, and how the disagreement con-
tinues down to the present” (p. 3). So much for the narrative of the book, which
covers seven chapters and a conclusion: before Christ, Judaism in the year 27; first
encounter, was Jesus the Messiah; fatal attraction, did the Jews kill Jesus?, a new
religion, the curse of the Torah; after Christ, before Constantine, conversations with
Minim; medieval minds, the great debate; modern times, the never-ending disputa-
tion; a kingdom of priests.

But while the narrative dominates, the thesis lies elsewhere: “What if in his lifetime
tens or hundreds of thousands of Jews rallied to him?” Instead of turning to the
gentiles, Jesus’s followers would have continued “to be obligated in the biblical
commandments of circumcision, Sabbath, kashrut, family purity and so on, the
Jesus movement might have remained a Jewish sect. “Then . . . Christianity would
not have spread wildly across the Roman Empire and later across Europe, as it did.
Judaism was never designed to be a mass religion, its ways take careful meditation
and definite commitment to appreciate their deeper joys. Had the Jews not rejected
Jesus, the nascent faith would have perished along with all the other heterodox
Jewish sects that disappeared after the destruction of Jerusalem. There would be
no Christianity, no Christian Europe, and no Western civilization as we know it.
Quite conceivably, Islam would have arisen more or less as it did, another offspring
of Judaism that also dispensed with the complexities of Jewish religious practice.”

Klinghoffer’s premise, that the ritual requirements of Judaism formed an obstacle
to mass conversion, will have surprised the Maccabees, who offered the Galilaeans
whom they conquered the choice of two knives: be slaughtered or be circumcized and
Judaized Galilee. The cult of Mithra, which competed with Christianity quite suc-
cessfully before the conversion of Rome’s emperor to Christianity, involved a variety
of religious rites, including a bath in the blood of an ox. More to the point, Islam sets
forth religious obligations including a pilgrimage, dietary rules, prayer five times a
day, not to mention circumcision at puberty. And yet, we see, Islam from the
beginning was and is a mass religion. In its day Judaism conquered and converted,
and so did Christianity and Islam. And Christianity in Jerusalem, taking shape
around the figure of Jesus’s brother, James, saw no obstacle in Halakhic Judaism
to success. The reason Judaism in antiquity lost the competition with Christianity
was the political disasters brought on by the two unsuccessful wars against Rome,
66-73 and 132-135, and the political triumph of Christianity in the conversion of the
emperor Constantine. From that point, Judaism could not convert masses of pagans,
and its subordinated status in Christendom and Islam, not its supposedly ethnic
insularity (as Paul and Muhammad thought), formed a barrier to the dissemination
of its universal message.

I left for the end the theological thesis, which I called racist. Carrying forward
ideas of Martin Buber, Klinghoffer’s conclusion, is that the Jews reject Jesus because
of “the mystic uniqueness of the Jewish essence or nature . . . there is something
distinct about the Jewish soul.” The Jewish soul is “unique in two ways. First, by its
nature it sees God as at once beyond the grasp of man and yet present in an
immediate relationship with these human beings. Second, also by nature the Jewish
soul feels the worlds, in a remarkably visceral way, as unredeemed.” On this view,
how can gentiles convert to Judaism, and how can Jews opt for secularism,
Buddhism, or Christianity? Such things would be contrary to their nature.

In a bit more than two hundred pages, Klinghoffer has managed to raise funda-
mental issues of human existence as embodied in Israel, the holy people. That is why
I find the book so disturbing.

JACOB NEUSNER
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