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habbat Shalom: You have written an
important volume, Judaism: Between
Yesterday and Tomorrow. What inspired you as a Christian theologian to
write a book on the origin, center and history
of Judaism?
Dr. Hans Küng: The purpose of my book is
to show that Judaism is not a past ‘Old Testament’ but an independent entity with amazing
continuity, vitality and dynamism. The passion
which drove me to write this book is a concern
to understand the foundations, the development
and the future possibilities of a growing mutual
understanding between Jews, Christians and
Muslims. I believe, the question which needs to
be asked here is this. What fundamentally unites
Jews, Christians and Muslims? A fundamental
conclusion is that the three Abrahamic religions
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are bound
together by the major characteristics which they
have in common. These are already indicated by
the name of Abraham who according to all three
traditions was the great witness to the one true
and living God. Despite all the differences which
separate the religions, these common features
are: the Semitic origin and language, the belief
in one and the same God of Abraham, a view of

Hans Küng was born
in 1928 in Sursee,
Switzerland, studied
for the priesthood in
Rome, and earned a
Th.D. at the Institut Catholique in Paris. After his doctoral dissertation comparing the
doctrine of justification in the theology of the
Protestant theologian, Karl Barth, with that
of the Council of Trent in the 16th century
(finding them compatible!), his fame earned
him a call in 1960 to the University of Tübingen. As an expert (peritus) at Vatican Council II (1962-65) he urged for reform in the
Catholic Church. In 1979, the Vatican declared that he could no longer be considered
a Catholic theologian. The result: instead of
150 students at his lectures, he had 1500! Always working for the reform of the Catholic
Church and for ecumenism he then turned
more and more to dialogue with world religions and since 1990 to Global Ethics. Dr.
Küng is now professor emeritus of Tübingen
University and considered as one of the most
prolific theologian writers. Among his recent
books are On Being a Christian, Christianity,
Judaism, and Islam.
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history which is focused on a goal, the prophetic
proclamation, the revelation, and the basic ethic
grounded in God’s will: the Ten Commandments.

is his question. Has Israel lost its special position
as the people of God after the death and resurrection of Jesus? Not at all, says Paul in the letter to
the Roman community: God does not abandon
his faithfulness, despite Israel’s ‘unfaithfulness’.
To put it into one sentence: Judaism, ChristianThe election of Israel is permanent, indissoluble,
ity and Islam, these three Abrahamic religions,
irrevocable. God has not changed his promises.
together form a monotheistic world movement
To the Jews belong: the sonship, the glory, the
of Near Eastern/Semitic origin and prophetic
covenant, the giving of the law, the worship, the
character with an ethical focus, which is fundapromises, the patriarchs, and the messiah. All
mentally different in origin and structure from
this is preserved for the Jews, even if they have
the religions of India and China.
rejected Jesus as messiah, a rejection which fills
Paul with ‘great sorrow’ and ‘increasing anguish’.
Shabbat Shalom: However, your book focusNo, it was not Paul who detached Christianity
es foremost on Judaism, its history and future
from Judaism (others did that after his death and
in relation to Christianity.
the destruction of the Second
It is no longer permissible for
What is today a fundamental
Temple). As a Christian, Paul,
any Christian theology to see
understanding for a mutual
the Jew who gave up his Pharrelationship between Juda- Judaism in salvation-historical
isaism, in no way gives up his
ism and Christianity?
Judaism. Yet, for Paul, the Jew,
terms as ‘superseded’.
to bear witness to Christ, even
Küng: My view is that it is
to Jews, is rather different from an organized and
no longer permissible for any Christian theolsystematized mission to the Jews.
ogy to see Judaism in salvation-historical terms
as ‘superseded’. No Christian church is any longer
For this reason the Christian churches can nevallowed to put itself in the place of the ‘old Israel’,
er be concerned to engage in a ‘mission to the
as the ‘new Israel’. No Christian has the right to
Jews’. Why not? Because the cause of the gospel
ignore the reality of living Judaism and the chalmust not be presented to the Jews from outside
lenge not only of the ongoing existence but also
as something alien to them. Or have the Jews so
the dynamic renewal of this people and its orgafar had a completely false faith, like the Gentiles?
nization of itself into an independent state.
Did they not already believe in the one true God
even before the church? Did they not receive the
Shabbat Shalom: Do you mean by this that
message of the one true God even before the
the Christian churches should not be concerned
church–and not just through the church? The
to engage in a mission to the Jews? What is, in
church must not take the question of the ‘converyour opinion, Paul’s view regarding the status
sion’ of Israel to the true faith into its own hands;
of Israel?
it can confidently leave this to the grace of God
and to the Christ, who will appear at the end of
Küng: No one in the whole of the New Testatime as the ‘deliverer from Zion’.
ment wrestled so intensively and so constructively with the destiny of the people of God as Paul,
Shabbat Shalom: Regarding the place of the
the Jew who confessed Jesus as the Christ. Here
Christians in the house of Israel you even go so
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far as to speak along with the metaphor of Paul,
that the Gentile Christians have been ‘grafted’
on to the tree of Israel, “so that they now live
from the same root as the people of Israel” (Judaism, 509). Would you comment on this, and
clarify for the readers of Shabbat Shalom, who
are Christians and who are Jews?

who want to remain Christians can be regarded
along with Muslims as ‘children of Abraham’. The
Jerusalem scholar David Flusser points out: ‘In
the Jewish religion, the existence of Christianity
(and Islam) can be understood as the fulfillment
of God’s promises to Abraham to make him the
father of many peoples.’

Shabbat Shalom: Many
Küng: Paul uses a metaThe cause of the gospel must not be
phor. The tree, Israel, has
Christians, Jews and Muspresented to the Jews from outside
lims think that, considercertainly not been cut
down, even if particular
ing the painful history, this
as something alien to them.
branches have been broken
encounter should limit itoff and only a few branches remain to represent
self within the social arena, and are reluctant to
the Israel which has become faithful. The Genengage in the discussion of theological subjects.
tile Christians have been ‘grafted’ on to this tree,
Do you think that there is still a place for the
discussion of theological subjects?
so that they now live from the same root as the
people of Israel. This is why Paul can say to the
Gentile Christians, who have quite gratuitously
Küng: For many Jewish theologians, if they go
become members of the people of God: ‘But if
into the question theologically at all, the Holosome of the branches were broken off, and you, a
caust is no less and also no more than a further
example of the monstrous evil of human beings.
wild olive tree, do not boast over the branches. If
you do boast, remember it is not you that support
Jacob Neusner expressly argues: ‘What consethe root, but the root that supports you.’
quences, then, are to be drawn from the Holocaust? I argue that none are to be drawn which
Shabbat Shalom: Is there a Jewish theology
were not there before 1933. Jewish theologians
do no good service to believers when they claim
or at least Jewish theological perspectives about
Christianity and its relationship to Israel?
that Auschwitz denotes a turning point. In reality, Jewish piety has always been able to react
Küng: To address this question we have to hear
to catastrophes.’ And Neusner refers to the Orthe rabbis who stress the significance of Abrathodox Jewish theologian Michael Wyschogrod,
ham’s obedience in faith. They do not exclusively
who says of the Holocaust: ‘The God of Israel is
associate the heritage of the promises to Abraham
a redeeming God; that is the only message which
we are justified in preaching. Should the Holowith physical descent. The rabbis explain that
precisely because of his very late circumcision (at
caust cease to be a marginal phenomenon of the
faith of Israel and penetrate the Holy of Holies,
the age of ninety-nine!), for the future Abraham
opened up the possibility even for non-Jews goand become a dominant voice to which Israel
ing over to Judaism. So in this way he became
hearkens, then the voice that it heard could only
be a demonic voice. No salvation can be gained
the model not only for Jews but also for the Gentiles (proselytes) who went over to Judaism, and
from the Holocaust, no tottering Judaism can revive through it, no new foundation for the ongothus the tribal ancestor of all nations. According
to present-day Jewish theology, even Christians
ing existence of the Jewish people can be found
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in it. If there is hope after the Holocaust, there is
hope because for believers the voice of the prophets speaks louder than Hitler, and because the divine promise extends beyond the crematoria and
reduces the voice of Auschwitz to silence.’ This
means that the essence and identity of Judaism
are not to be defined from a historical situation
but from the Jewish religion.

of theodicy; The creation of the world as self-limitation on God’s part; Is God helpless in the face
of suffering? God’s involvement in suffering; The
crucified God; Endurance in meaningless suffering. All these questions need to be discussed
and still, I believe the concrete question why God
‘did not intervene’, ‘did not prevent it’, cannot be
solved. The way out is expressed in the words on
the walls of the Warsaw ghetto:
Though, the question
I believe in the sun even
about the uttermost suf- ‘In the Jewish religion, the existence
when it does not shine.
fering needs to be asked. of Christianity (and Islam) can be un- I believe in love, even when
The Jewish writer Elie
I cannot feel it.
derstood
as
the
fulfi
llment
of
God’s
Wiesel shows that one can
I believe in God, even when
promises
to
Abraham
to
make
him
the
not deal adequately with
I do not see him.
Auschwitz either by theo- father of many peoples.’
logical speculation or by
Shabbat Shalom: How
anti-theology. To the question whether we could
would the dialogue between Jews, Christians
speak about God after Auschwitz, he replied
and Muslims have to begin?
pointedly: ‘I do not believe that we can speak
about God; we can only speak to God. There
Küng: First of all I would consider as a matcannot be any theology after Auschwitz and certer of principle the question of Jews, Christians
tainly not any theology about Auschwitz. For we
and Muslims praying together. As is well known,
are lost whatever we do; whatever we say is inapChristians and Jews have few diﬃculties if they
propriate. One can never understand the event
want to pray psalms or other prayers from the
with God, and one cannot understand the event
Hebrew Bible or the Jewish tradition together.
without God. Theology, the Logos of God? Who
Those Christians who have already taken part in
am I to explain God? Some
a Jewish service know that they
I
would
consider
as
a
matter
people attempt it. I believe that
can join in most of the prayers,
of
principle
the
question
of
they fail. Nevertheless, it is
even if, for example, they unright to make the attempt. Afderstand the term ‘Torah’ difJews, Christians and Muslims
ter Auschwitz everything is an praying together.
ferently - as also do some Jews:
attempt.’
more in the sense of a ‘spiritual
law’. Conversely, some Jews might find no insuShabbat Shalom: What are the theological
perable diﬃculties in, for example, joining in saysubjects that would be worth considering for
ing the Our Father in a Christian service, since its
that discussion?
essential elements after all go back to the Hebrew
Bible. Similarly, for Christians and Jews there
Küng: In the book Judaism. Between Yesterday
might be no theological diﬃculties in saying some
and Tomorrow I made the attempt to discuss
of the fine prayers from the Qur’an with Muslims.
questions which deal with the understanding of
After all, the Qur’an states that the same God
God after Auschwitz. This includes the question
spoke to Abraham, the prophets, Jesus and Mu12 SHABBAT SHALOM
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hammad. And those Christians who have joined
Shabbat Shalom: What would you say today
in the impressive prayer of Muslims know that it
after the event of September 11? Is there some
can make good sense for them to prostrate themnew reﬂection or lesson this event would inspire
selves to the one God of Abraham, even if they do
you to draw in regard to Jewish-Christian-Musnot acknowledge the prophet Muhammad in the
lim relations?
same way. Conversely, given time, there may be
an increasing readiness, particularly in Diaspora
Küng: The event of September 11th has a douIslam, in some circumstances also to pray Jewish
ble effect: On one side it has put a heavy burden
or Christian prayers to the one-all merciful God.
on the relationship of Jews and Christians to IsAll this means that within the three prophetic
lam and there is a certain danger that all Muslims
religions it might in principle
are now under suspicion to be
Since September 11th, nobody
be possible also to address one
in favor of terrorism, which is
and the same God through
of course absolutely wrong.
has considered any longer
common prayer.
On the other hand there is
interreligious dialogue as a
no doubt any more that the
purely academic exercise, but
Shabbat Shalom: What are
only alternative to a clash of
today after the Shoah the as a necessity.
civilizations provoked by the
prospects of a Jewish- Chrisextremists on all sides is the
tian-Muslim successful encounter?
dialogue of civilizations which culminates in the
dialogue of religions. As a matter of fact since
Küng: On the basis of the Hebrew Bible and the
September 11th, nobody has considered any lonNew Testament, Jews and Christians should work
ger interreligious dialogue as a purely academic
together for the dignity of the Arab and Islamic
exercise, but as a necessity. But in order to be efpeoples, who do not want to be the last colonies
ficient this dialogue has to be really knowledgeon this earth. On the basis of the Qu’ran and the
able and has to address the roots of the questions
New Testament, Muslims and Christians should
which often lie in a very long history of colonialwork together for the right to life of the Jewish
ism and imperialism. This is the reason why after
people, which has suffered more than any other
my volumes on Judaism and Christianity I pubpeople in the last two thousand years and came
lished a third volume on Islam which will soon be
close to being exterminated. On the basis of the
edited in English and which will help to acquire
Hebrew Bible and the Qu’ran, Jews and Muslims
a good basis for mutual understanding and coopshould work together for the threatened freedom
eration.
of Christian communities in some land of the
Near East and Middle East. So there is a need for
the common commitment from all three religions
to peace, justice and freedom, to human dignity,
to human rights and the preservation of creation
– of course also in collaboration with peoples
from Indian, Chinese or Japanese traditions.
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