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WHEN JESUS WAS AN ARYAN: 
REDISCOVERING JESUS THE JEW IN CHRISTIAN EDUCATION

Maurice Ryan

Introduction

Images of Jesus abound. Many of them show Jesus looking deceptively like a modern European, with 
blond hair and blue eyes. Hollywood producers seem to prefer actors with European rather than Semitic 
features. Popular artworks follow the same trend. Successive generations of Christians have taken on 
images of Jesus divorced from his Jewish context. This is not a recent phenomenon. From the earliest 
years of the Jesus movement, Christians have had to come to terms with the fact that Jesus himself was 
not a Christian. Indeed, he was a Jew, an observant member of Judaism. Over the centuries, Christians 
have dealt with this indisputable fact in a variety of ways.

Some, particularly in the first centuries after the crucifixion, simply saw themselves as part 
of Judaism, or at least as one of the many contending versions of Judaism that then existed. 
Increasingly, though, Christians simply ignored or minimized Jesus’ Jewishness, or else qualified 
it in such a way as to make Jesus seem at odds with mainstream Judaism. Yet others, more 
radically, came to deny that he was Jewish at all (Tolson & Kulman, 2004, p. 19).

 This article examines the attempt by some late nineteenth and early twentieth century Christians 
to deny that Jesus was Jewish. The consequences of their attempts are still with Christians today, albeit 
in ways that are subtle, but no less in need of reform for their subtlety. The following discussion focuses 
on the rise of antisemitic ideologies in Germany in the Nazi era and the influence these have had on 
thinking about Jesus today.

Jesus and the Rise of Antisemitism

Antisemitism came to prominence in Germany in the 1870s, principally and initially through the writings 
of reactionary journalist Wilhelm Marr who proposed a mixture of pseudo-scientific racial theories and 
ultra-nationalist ideologies that found an audience in a country facing economic challenges and social 
disruption. In this environment, Jews became the focus of attention among those looking for scapegoats 
for perceived ills. For many ultra-nationalists, a refounded Christianity would be a central plank in the 
assertion of a vigorous national spirit. But, this presented a dilemma: how to square the Jewishness of 
Jesus with a renewed Germanic Christianity?
 The writings of Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855-1927) prepared the ground for a response to 
this dilemma. Chamberlain was an English-born, German publicist, essayist and antisemitic campaigner 
who was influenced by contemporary pseudo-scientific theories of race and phrenology. In 1899 he 
published his most important work, The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, which explored the 
ideas of his future father-in-law Richard Wagner and others such as Friedrich Nietzsche. The book was 
well received in German nationalist circles, and Chamberlain became an instant celebrity in Germany 
(Gilman & Zipes, 1997, p. 500). The book influenced the developing ideas of Adolf Hitler, another non-
German who also attained celebrity within German nationalist circles.
 Chamberlain explored the idea of a race of supermen that could spring from the heart of German 
culture. The purity of blood required to produce these Aryan supermen was threatened by the polluting 
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effects of the blood of lesser mortals, especially Jews. In pursuing his racist themes, Chamberlain was 
confronted with the problem of the Jewishness of Jesus: while a form of Christianity was seen as a 
significant dimension of the creation of a super race, the reality of Jewish progenitors of Christianity 
was problematic for him. Chamberlain relied on an idiosyncratic reading of history to overcome the 
dilemma. He argued that the answer to the question, “Was Christ a Jew? is by no means a simple one. 
In religion and education He was so undoubtedly; in race - in the narrower and real sense of the word 
‘Jew’ - most probably not” (Chamberlain, 1912, p. 202).

Houston Stewart Chamberlain, 1855-1927

 In order to support this contention, Chamberlain argued that Jesus’ home region of Galilee 
contained a predominantly non-Jewish population stemming from the time of the divided kingdom and 
the subsequent invasion and re-settlement by the Assyrians after 720 BCE. The history of population 
shifts meant that “Aryan blood” was prominent among the Galilean population:

Then in the centuries before the birth of Christ many Phoenicians and Greeks had also migrated 
thither. This last fact would lead one to assume that purely Aryan blood also was transplanted 
thither; at any rate it is certain that a promiscuous mixture of the most different races took place, 
and that the foreigners in all probability settled in largest numbers in the more accessible and 
at the same time more fertile Galilee (Chamberlain, 1912, p. 205).

Given his own favourable reading of history, Chamberlain was able to report with great confidence on 
the distinction between the Jewish upbringing experienced by Jesus and his actual Aryan bloodlines. 
With this distinction firmly in place, there was little to prevent an appropriation of Jesus with all the 
trappings of the Germanic super race.

Whoever makes the assertion that Christ was a Jew is either ignorant or insincere: ignorant 
when he confuses religion and race, insincere when he knows the history of Galilee and partly 
conceals, partly distorts the very entangled facts in favour of his religious prejudices or, it may 
be, to curry favour with the Jews. The probability that Christ was no Jew, that He had not a 
drop of genuinely Jewish blood in his veins, is so great that it is almost equivalent to a certainty 
(Chamberlain, 1912, pp. 211-12).

 Chamberlain was certain that Jesus was not Jewish. His preference for a revitalized Christianity 
based on German nationalist principles could now proceed since its founder was in fact Aryan. What 
remained was for modern Christians who understood this “fact” to complete what Jesus had started. He 
and his fellow racist antisemites argued that Jesus intended to smash Judaism by overthrowing the Jewish 
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law, though he was ultimately unsuccessful in achieving this goal. Following the lead of the “Aryan Jesus” 
the time was now ripe for another attempt to overthrow the polluting effects of Jews and Judaism.
 While the prejudicial findings of Chamberlain’s historical research sound far-fetched, even 
ridiculous, by the standards of modern scholarship, it should be recognised that his “methodology” 
is not entirely absent among modern Christian scholars. Chamberlain sought to represent Jesus as 
distinct from his Jewish context: he is represented as some kind of Christian, and not as an observant 
Jew. Christianity is represented as replacing Judaism: Christianity is extolled at the expense of Judaism 
which is consequentially denigrated. If modern readers are able to distance themselves from the obvious 
antisemitism of Chamberlain’s historical interpretations, the further challenge is to confront these 
themes of anti-Judaism that may still linger in the consciousness of Christians.

Jesus as an Aryan Superman

Chamberlain’s ideas might have been consigned to the annals of bad science except for the rise of the 
Nazi party in Germany and the adoption of a suite of racist and pseudo-scientific ideas by influential 
theologians who saw in Hitler and his followers the possibility of overcoming the excessive individualism 
of the Western liberal democracies and the stifling collectivism of the Soviet revolutionaries. At the 
University of Tubingen, especially, a group of pro-Nazi theologians some of whom enjoyed international 
reputations pursued antisemitic ideas in their work. “These professors endorsed anti-Semitic and 
nationalist ideas that were embraced both by the “German Christians”, who tried to synthesize Christian 
faith and National Socialism, and by the proponents of the German Faith Movement, who were intent 
on replacing Christian belief with ancient Aryan beliefs” (Krieg, 2004, p. 92).
 Through the 1930s, a small group of German Protestants influenced by the Tubingen theologians 
worked on a “de-Judaized hymnal, deleting Jewish words like ‘Zion’, ‘hosanna’, and ‘hallelujah’ from their 
songs” (Tolson & Kulman, 2004, p. 29). The goal was to sever any links between Jesus and Judaism, expunge 
references to the Old Testament and any Hebrew words used in Christian worship. The most influential 
of these Christian reform movements was the Eisenach Dejudaization Institute (Entjudungsinstitut). 
The Institute produced a catechism in 1941 which proclaimed that “Jesus of Nazareth in the Galilee 
demonstrates in his message and behaviour a spirit which is opposed in every way to that of Judaism. 
The fight between him and the Jews became so bitter that it led to his crucifixion. So Jesus cannot have 
been a Jew. Until today the Jews persecute Jesus and all who follow him with unrecognisable hatred. By 
contrast, Aryans in particular can find answers in him to their ultimate questions. So he became the 
saviour of the Germans“ (Heschel, 1999, p. 73).

 A member of the Tubingen faculty was Gerhard Kittel (1888-1948), a scripture scholar with 
an international reputation and an attraction to National Socialism. Kittel could justifiably “claim to 
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be the leading expert on the Jewish question among theologians” (Ericksen, 1999, p. 37). Among his 
other accomplishments, Kittel edited the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (German title, 
Theologisches worterbuch zum neuen testament) in 1933 which was published in English translation in 
1964. Kittel joined the Nazi Party in 1933 seeing in it the promise of reform of Christianity according to 
principles derived from the revival of German nationalism. On June 1, 1933, Kittel gave a public lecture 
in Tubingen on Die Judenfrage (“The Jewish Problem”) in which he outlined the foundational principles 
of the German cultural project and the place of Jews within it. He characterised Jews as a racially 
constituted, alien body within German culture whose presence had had calamitous consequences. The 
solution to the “Jewish problem” was to reject the “guest status” (fremdlingschaft) of Jewish people 
within German society and separate them from their German “hosts” (Goldhagen, 1997, p. 126).
 In the same year, the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament was published that advanced 
both Kittel’s scholarly reputation as well as his antisemitic ideas. A feature of this publication was the 
attempt to purify the New Testament of positive Jewish references. The intention was to distance Jesus 
from Judaism: Judaism was bound to the Law and its stifling constraints; Jesus showed how to enjoy an 
intimate union with God free from such constraints. Kittel’s study of Jesus and his use of abba reveals 
the agenda he established for the Theological Dictionary. Kittel argued that Jesus probably used abba at 
all times in his address to and about God. He proposed that “in so doing he applies to God a term which 
must have sounded familiar and disrespectful to his contemporaries because used in everyday life of the 
family. In other words, He uses the simple speech of the child.” He characterised Jesus’ use of the term 
as a radical break with previous Jewish forms of address: “Jewish usage shows how this Father-child 
relationship to God far surpasses any possibilities of intimacy assumed in Judaism, introducing indeed 
something which is wholly new” (Kittel, 1964, p. 6).

Gerhard Kittel, 1888-1948

 According to this perspective Jesus was to be distinguished, not by his putative Jewish heritage, 
but by his unique intimacy with God, which set him apart from the misguided legalisms and cold 
and imperious image of God promoted by Judaism. The presentation of Jesus sharing a uniquely 
intimate bond with God carried with it the undertones of replacement ideology and supersessionism: 
Christianity was able to achieve a desirable relationship between God and humans unthinkable within 
Judaism. In showing the way, Jesus distanced himself from his Jewish contemporaries. The notion of 
Jesus’ abba experience was taken up enthusiastically by influential theologians and scripture scholars 
who popularised the image and set a precedent for educators to introduce it to children.
 While this perspective is deeply flawed, the outward allure of its logic has proved to be attractive 
to Christians who have identified with its images of familiarity, intimacy and distinctiveness. Who, 
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indeed, would not want to be associated with a religion that provided such warmth and care, after the 
very model of a kindly father’s care for his beloved child? The problem with this logic is that Jesus’ 
extraordinary religious personality and experience is established by contrast with a degenerate Judaism. 
The reason for God sending Jesus into the world was that Judaism had failed; because of this failure, the 
Jews could not recognise Jesus as divine. Christianity would succeed where Judaism had failed.
 Revisionist scholars with a greater attention to the rules of evidence and less commitment to 
antisemitic ideologies have offered robust challenges to Kittel’s insights concerning Jesus’ use of abba. 
Scholars have pointed out that the identification of abba with the gospel accounts of Jesus’ public 
ministry occurs once only, in the scene in the Garden of Gethsemane in Mark 14:36: “He said, ‘Abba, 
Father, all things are possible to you. Take this cup away from me, but not what I will but what you 
will.’” Scholars have challenged the meaning of the term, abba, the likelihood that Jesus used the term 
uniquely, and even the evidence that he ever used the term (Vermes, 1973; Barr, 1988; Ashton, 1992; 
Boys, 2000). Mary Rose D’Angelo has summarised the scholarly challenges in this way:

Abba cannot be shown to have been unique to Jesus, characteristic of Jesus, or even to have been 
used by Jesus, though it was clearly of importance in the early Christian experience of equality 
and authority in the spirit (D’Angelo, 1992, p. 616).

 The issue of whether Jesus called God abba points to a larger problem for Christians who seek 
to characterise the relationship between Jesus and Judaism and Christianity. This relationship has been 
the subject of close scholarly scrutiny. Modern scholarship has raised questions about the historical 
Jesus and his connection to his own Jewish context. In the nineteenth century, German Protestant 
scholars were prominent in advancing the insights gained from the application of the historical-critical 
method. They had sought the “historical Jesus” using the new interpretive rational tools bequeathed 
by the Enlightenment. Indeed, the miscast ideas on the Aryan Galilean Jesus proposed by Chamberlain 
and others relied on the fruits of this research. But, the search for the historical Jesus uncovered 
copious evidence of his similarity with other Jewish leaders and reformers. This challenged the self-
understanding of many Christians. Susannah Heschel has described how these studies confounded 
previous conceptions of Jesus’ uniqueness:

The discovery that the historical Jesus was a Jew whose teachings were identical to those of other 
rabbis of his day led to the problem of determining the uniqueness of Jesus and the boundary 
between liberal Protestantism and liberal Judaism (Heschel, 1999, p. 69).

 Heschel argues that the quest to establish the uniqueness of Jesus over and against Judaism led 
many Nazi-era Christian theologians to embrace racial theory: Jesus could be distinguished from Jews 
and Judaism on the grounds that, while he was culturally Jewish he was racially Aryan. At stake then 
was not simply the role of Jesus in Christianity, but the nature of the relationship between Christianity 
and Judaism. The pro-Nazi theologians shared in the continuous Christian tradition that promoted 
Christianity by simultaneously denigrating Judaism.

Jesus the Aryan in Contemporary Religious Education

The representation of Jesus as an Aryan superman lapsed with the demise of the Nazi regime and the 
confrontation of Christians with the reality of the Shoah, the Nazi Holocaust. Contemporary Christians 
exist in a far more promising environment that looks to Jews and Judaism for mutual dialogue and 
positive interaction. However, some of the same questions that confronted Christians in the Nazi era 
still persist. What is the relationship between Jesus, Judaism and Christianity? How are educators to 
characterise these relations for their students? While the more egregious representations no longer 
form part of the content of Christian education, the ongoing task is to critically evaluate the subtle ways 
in which these relationships are represented.
 Take for example, representations of Jesus in popular culture. The preference of Hollywood 
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producers to cast European actors in the role of Jesus continues a line of choice that dates consistently 
back to the earliest years of cinematography. Inevitably, Jesus is shown in clothing that distinguishes him 
from his Jewish contemporaries. He is rarely portrayed, for example, wearing fringed clothing despite 
the gospel evidence of him doing so (Luke 8:44). The fringed tallith was worn as a sign of freedom and 
holiness according to the Torah (Numbers 15:37-41). The blond hair and blue eyes of the Hollywood 
actors portraying Jesus and the popular artistic representations of the same fufil the same goals as those 
aimed for by the Nazi-era theologians who sought to distinguish Jesus from his Jewish context and show 
him as unique in appearance and, by implication, religious teaching from his Jewish contemporaries.

Tallith

 Passion plays at Easter and representations of the birth and infancy of Jesus each Christmas 
often incorporate themes of replacement and supersessionism. Jesus is presented as the one who will 
set to right a moribund Judaism. Consider, as an example, the words of the popular Advent hymn, O 
Come, O Come, Emmanuel:

O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
And ransom captive Israel
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appears

Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel
Shall come to thee O Israel

O come, thou rod of Jesse, free
Thine own from Satan’s tyranny
From depths of hell thy people save
And give them vict’ry o’er the grave

 Passion plays have been too often produced using monotones and stereotypes that solidify the 
portrait of Jesus as rejected by all the Jews who collectively bear the responsibility for his death. Too little 
emphasised are images of support among his Jewish contemporaries, the lament among the residents 
of Jerusalem over his fate (cf Luke 23:27-31). Downplayed is the Roman responsibility for the execution 
along with sections of the Jewish leadership.
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 The outcome of such approaches is to show Jesus as distinct from his own religious context, 
Judaism, and as somehow outside or opposed to Jews and Judaism. Modern Christians have inherited 
perceptions of a “deJudaised” Jesus. These images need to be critically evaluated by teachers and students 
in Christian contexts.

Conclusion

Modern religious educators can learn much from the experience of Nazi-era theologians and their ideas 
about Jesus, Judaism and Christianity. For contemporary students, Jesus needs to be represented as an 
observant Jew who was deeply involved in the contemporary debates with other passionate, observant 
Jews about the future of a religion they all cared for deeply, albeit with varying perspectives on needed 
reforms. Jesus cannot be shown by modern teachers as somehow removed from Judaism, separated from 
it, or indeed, as a potential destroyer of Judaism. Christian classrooms that present Jesus accompanied 
by the accoutrements of an observant Jew – fringed clothing, semitic features, and Jewish symbols 
such as the menorah and tefillin – will undermine the prejudicial readings of Christian history that 
represented a distorted view of Jesus the Jew. Eventually, Christian educators will be able to present 
affirmations of Christianity while also presenting affirmations of Judaism.
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