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"THE NAZARENE" 
Sholem Asch 1s Great New ork on the Life of Jesus of Nazareth 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
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On 
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Only quite recently have Jewish writers come to write about the life of 

Jesus of Nazareth as if he was truly one of their very own. Sympathetic am 

objective treatment of his life is rare. The reason for it, of course, is not 

hard to see. Mutual Loleration among religions was generally wanting throughout 

the ages. Theologians were given more to apologetics and polemics and fierce 

defense of their own religions rather than to exploring the universal elements 

common to all of them. Bigotry and fanatacism were never the monopoly of one 

faith. Relig·ous disputations both written am oral are among the most hateful 

and venomous in the world. Again, the unending persecution of the Jews at the 

hands of the Christian Church and the Christian governments, and the humiliation 

at their hands naturally embittered the Jewish attituie towards Christianity 

and its Founder. Wherever they expressed themselves, and such opportunities, 

as you may well imagine, were few and far between, they treated the subject 

not very friendly. 

In the category of such books speaking of the life of Jesus and of 

the theology of Christianity are such works as 

The attitude of Christian scholars towards Ju:iaism was of course with 

very few exceptions even worse. Scorn, mockeey, hate were heaped on Juiaism -

not the Juiaism of the Old Testament which was sacred to the Christians, also, 

but upon the Judaism of the Talmud, the Rabbinic Judaism, and on the-J'ews 

themselves. 

With the growth of the intellectual and spiritual tolerance of the 

world, this mutual attitude perceptibly changed and thoughtful Christian 

scholars began to look at Judaism through unprejudiced eyes. They began to 
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study Jewish sources critically and to truce Christianity back to its Jewish 

origin. Many came to discover that this period was not at all the degenerate, 

particularistic, formalistic religion that was portrayed by old-time Christian 
a 

apologists but that it was/very noble and spiritual faith which Jesus shared 

both in faith and practise. 

And s imultaneously there set in a change of attitu:ie on the pa.rt of Jewish 

scholars towards Christianity. They made a more sympathetic study of the New 

Testament. The books of the New Testament began to be studied in a more 

dispassionate manner without bias and prejudice by Jewish scholars. The 

personality of Jesus began to intrigue more and more Jewish students and 

writers. Very important works appear in the last century, an excel lent 

study by C. G. Montiefiore, and more recently, that remarkably comprehensible 

work "Jesus of Nazareth" written in Hebrew by the well known scholar Dr. 

Joseph Klausner, now at the Hebrew University 0£ Jerusalem. 

Of course, the life of Jesus began to appeal to Jewish novelists. 

Quite a number of gifted Jewish writers began to reinterpret the life of Jesus, 

the story of Jesus. There appeared a book by Joseph Jacobs called "As others Saw 

Him". About ten years ago there appeared from the pen of Emil Ltd.wig, "The 

Son of Man". 

And now Sholem Asch has brought his great talents and his gifted 

pen to the same task of interpreting anew the life of this Paler tinian Jew ot 

the first century from whom there stemmed a spiritual movement which has 

swept through the world, and whom great sections of humanity to this day call 

Master. Sholem Asch is altogether equipped for this difficult task. He has both 

the scholarship and the imagination. He has deep human sympathy. He is free 

from all prejudice. Better perhaps than any Yiddish writer of our day, he 
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has been able to portray sympathetically non-Jewish characters in his books. 

He is at home in Jewi sh literature. He has made a careful study of Christian 

literature on his subject. Above all, Sholem Asch is a prophetically 

spiritual man - one whose eyes have become opened so t ha t he is able to see 

f ar a.n:i deep, to see beneath the surface and into the heartbeat. Few writers 

in the world today have grasped the mystical in human experience - that 

t.orderland between Reality and that which is beyond as has Sholem Asch. He 

has shown in his book, "Salvation" which pe rhaps many of you have read, how spir­

itually aware he is of the enchanted world of pious mysticism, tha t world of 

religious fervor and ecstasy, that super-natural, super-rational world wherein 

men are exalted and transfigured and become "just a little lower than the 

angels". In his other book, "Sabbe.tai Zevi", the story of Jewish Messi anism 

of the seventy century, he has revealed how much he was intrigued by the beauty 

and the tragedy of the Messianic idea itself. 

His book, "The Nazarene" is in very truth "Salvation" all over again. 
is 

The "Tehillim Yid" -/the "Psalm Jew" of "Salvation" all over again, but this 

time he is no longer the Polish Tsadik, the "Wunder-Rebbi" of the nineteenth 

century, the head of a Chassidic group. This time he is the same "Psalm Jew", 

the same "Wunder-Rabbi". The same group of disciples follow him. This time 
him 

he is "Wunder Rebbi" of Palestine of the first century and we see/ within his 

prescribed setting. 

"The Nazarene" ie not a purely imaginative life of Jesus. Quite the 

contrary. Sholem Asch has been very faithful to the Gospel narrative. He 

takes amazingly few liberties wi th the recorded facts or the thought and 

life of Jesus. He did not select from the Gospel narrative whatever might suit 

any preconceived notion of his own about what Jesus was and 'hat he• really 

did, and reject all else. Sholem Asch is extremely orthodox i n this regard -
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more so than many a Christian biographer of Jesus. He talces the story as he 

finds it, as it hasbeen read and worshiped by the Christian world for hundreds 

and hundreds of years. 

mirEd.es in that story. 

He does not even attempt to r ationalize the numerous 

He writes in complete consonance with the spirit and 

the motive of the narrative of the New Testament and he writes a remarkably 

tender, illuminating commentary - a sort of "midrash" on the New Testament. 

But his rich and creative imagination nevertheless has full play in 

probing deep into the meaning of the text, in revealing the motives behind 

the acts in this drama, acts which are requently reported very succinctly, 

cryptically in the text, in reconstructing living characters and living 

environments in the historic background of the story, and in coordinating 

that distant part with the life of the present. And so, as you read that story 

already familiar to you from childhood, as you read the almost seven hundred 

pages, you never grow weary, so freshly is it retold and with such color, 

passion and with such penetration and such wisdom and such compassion. 

There is only one other book I know of in modern times that has succeeded 

with a similar task in a similar way. And that is Thomas Mann's great work, 

"Joseph and His Brethren". 

Sholem Asch in this book, "The Nazarene" ha~ succeeded in my ju:igment 

more than anyone before him, in making this story a completely Jewish story. 

Of course, the story is that and has always been that. Yet, while all the . 

characters of the story, ne rly all the characters of the story are Jews, the 

country, the locale, the theme of the story is a Jewish Messianic episode, 

all the stories through those historic years always seem distant am foreign. 

The very names of the actors of the story, because of the alien garb, did not 

seem like Jewish names at all - Jesus, Peter, John, James. And Sholem Asch 

does more than restore thei r original names - Yehudah, Shimon, Yochanan. He 
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restores the Hebrew names to the cities and towns of Palestine, thereby 

restoring the authentic Hebrew flavor, as it were. He restores the actors 

themselves, fully and completely, to their Jewish spritual home. He puts 

them into a Jewish Palestine, a Jewish synag ,gue. He gives them a Jewish 

speech, a Jewish dress. He gives them a Jewish background and he gives 

them a Jewish way of life and a Jewish loyalty. And when you read the story 

as retold by Sholem Asch, you get the feeling that you are not deal with so to 

speak the Scotch Priests, or Italian Catholics or Nordic Evangelists who 

somehow strangely found themselves lost in JudE!lor Galilee, but that they 

are of the race of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who become the actors in a 

great spiritual drama built on a Jewish mystical theme and intended not 

for the outside nati ons as much as for Israel itself. 

Thus, in the "Nazarene" of Sholem Asch, Jesus is represented as a 

Jewi sh mystic in the authenticJewish Messianic tradi tion. There were other such 

mystics before his time and since his time. He was the greatest of them. 

In faith ard in practise, Jesus was an orthodox Jew, an orthodox Jew of 

his day. He lived the life of an observant Jew. He did not denounce ei ther the 

moral code or the ceremonial code of the Jews of his day. He obeyed the 

ritual. He accepted the Templeworship, the Temple sacrifice. Of course he 

subordinated the letter of the law to the spirit. Of course he taught men 

as did all the spritual leaders teach men, to think not of laws themselves but 

of the principles, the heart of law - justice, love, humility. And he did not 

want law so rigorous as to defeat the very purpose am objective either of 

moral or ceremonial law. In some matters of law he was more lenient than 

some of the Pharisaic teachers of his day: the question of ritual purity -

between clean and unclean; the question of healing on the Sabbath. On 

the other hand, there were other matters such as of divorces, and the putting 

of oaths on which he was less lenient than some of the Pharisaic leaders of 
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his day. And these differences brought him into conflict. In all basic 

ethical teachings he was in complete agreement with the Juiaism of his day. 

When he was asked what was the first and most i mportant commandment, he 

answered: "Thou shalt love Thy God with all thy heart and with all thy might". 

And when he was asked what was the second commandment, he would answer: "Love 

thy neighbor as thyself". The first he quoted from Deuteronomy and the second 

from Leviticus. Except as to one doctrine did he differ radically - that was 

on the question of non-resistance to evil, to the pacifist attitude. He 

advocated turning the other cheek to the smiter. "Resist not evil1" That 

was not the teaching and is not the teaching of Israel to this day. It was 

the teaching of Jesus as we shall see because he was persuaded that evil and 

all wrong would come to cease with the coming of the new order which God 

would usher in. 

And so Sholem Asch reveals this Jewish patter of the teachings of 

Jesus. He makes them a part of, as they are a part of, a long Hebraic tradition 

and he matches purposely the words of Jesus with the words of other Rabbis from 

other Jewish sources, and by so doing, he comple tely domesticated the teachings 

of Jesus. 

Sholem Asch renders a great service to his people and to the cause of 

truth in drawing a full length picture of what Jewish civilization built on 

the teachings of the proph ts, sages and rabbis was, and contrasting it with 

a picture of what the pagan civilization of that day really was - a pagan 

civilization built upon polytheism, idolatry of that era. 

Seizing upon the opportunity offered by the brief reference in the 

Gospels to Jesus' visit to the non-Jewish cities of Tyre and , 

Sholem Asch paints in unforgettable colors the surface brilliance of the 
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inner core of corruption of that same civilization, a civilization, as he puts 

it, "filthy with the sweat of men and their tears", a civilization of slave 

markets, of the branded, of the blinded and the lashed, of a civilization 

which shows so little of ompas~n and so much of brutality and crulety, 

of women and children broken as on the wheels of industry, of bloody arenas, 

torn by wild bea: ts, a civilization of licentiousness and religious 

That was the civilization of the non-Jewish world of the first century of the 

Common Era. 

Contrast with that the picture of ~ewish life as it was lived at that 

time with its high regard for the sanctity of human life, even if he were a 

slave, with laws not to oppress the workers, the widow, the orphan or the 

stranger, with its provision for a day of rest for everyone, the laborer, the 

slave - even the cattle, with its highs andards of Holiness, with its amazing 

concern with problems of the spirit, with questi ons of man's relationship to 

his God. When you see this amazing contrast between the pagan civilization of 

the first century and the Jewi sh civilization, you come to understand this 

bitter relentless war which Judaism raised against polytheism, whey they were 

determined to build walls around them - not because they tought themselves 

better than other men, not out of exclusiveness. They didn't want their little 

world also engulfed by the mu:idy, putrid waters of the morally corrupt, though 

brilliant on the surface culture of the Hellenic civilization. They didn't 

want to become just another "Levantine nationality". 

No abstract or digest of "The Nazarene" will do justice to the book or 

to the story. When you read it, you will find it it stirring descriptions or 

Jerusalem at the hei ghts of its glory, of colorful population, of the Temple 

worship and the festival celebrations, of religious and political struggles of 

• 
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that day, of plots against Rome, of party strife. You will find in that book 

full length portrayals of matchless artistry of men and women who have marched 

down the centuries through the pages of the New Testament and are still in the 

world today - of Herod and Pontius Pilate, of the High Priest , 

of Judas Escariot, of Rabbi , of Miriam of Migdal, and the other 

Miriam, the mother of Jesus. You will fim in this book a startingly new gospel, 

the gospel according to Judas Escariot, why Judas betr yed his Master, a man 

whom he loved more than anyone else in the ~orld. You will find here an amazing 
of 

psychological study,Ta visionary enthusiast who betrayed the one he loved most 

and destroyed himself. You will find in this book the story of Jesus as told 

also by the centurion of the Government of Fortress of Antonia, a typical 

Roman officer who arrested Jesus and directed his execution, who tortured him 

before his death - and this story is told through the mo th of a twentieth 

century aristocrat, a Polish anti-Semite into whom he has been reincarnated. 

And again, the same story is told by another eye-witness, a disciple 

of this Rabbi who, too, is reincarnated in a Jewish youth who acts as the scribe 

or translator for the Polish aristocrat. 

The ch racter of the Nazarene itself as portrayed by Sholem Asch appears 

t o me as perhaps the most accurate one that has yet been portrayed. Some 

have sought to represent him as a great teacher only, or as a wise sage. 

Some have sought to represent him as an ideal man, a model for men to follow. 

Others have sought to represent him as a social reformer, a radic·l, a socialist. 

Jesus had profound sympathy for the poor. He had great fear of what. great 

wealth does to people but he never proposed a new economic ystem. Some 

represented him as a great revolutionist, a man who challenged the power 

of Rome, andyet it was Jesus, in answer to a question that was put to him 
the 

said: Give to Caesmithings that are of Caesar, and give to God the things 
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of God." Some spoke of him as a prophet. Yet while there was much of the 

spirit of the prophet in him, there is much that is different. The prophet 

of Israel was interested in a continuing society and in an ethics which would 

help men to live in a world that had to be perfected through the labors of me~. 

The prophets were not mystics. Jesus was a great mystic that was possessed of 

a rare personality, of irresistible charm and attractiveness. He•was a "Wunder­

Rebbi". He spoke as mystics frequently do, with authority, with profourrl inner 

fortitude, and the major theme of his mysticism revolved around the idea 

that the world was approaching the end, that a new age was come, and that 

the times prophecied by Daniel were already fulfilled. A new age was about 

to be ushered in by God. Men of his genera ti on were on the threshhold of 

a new era. At the time of Jesus and John the Baptist they announced: 

"Prepare ye, for God is at hand1" And this proclam tion carried with it the 

appeal to repent, to do what as known as "Tshuva.h", so as to be spared the 

birth-throes of the messianic saga. The wicked would b~ destroyed and the 

absolutely righteous only would be allowed to enter into this new world. 

The reason why just at that time the idea became so dominant in the 

minds of the people is that their calendar seemed to point that they were 

on the threshhold of the year 5000, and that year was to usher in a thousand 

years of perfection, of goodness in the world ... The y ars 5000 to 6000 were 

to be the l'lillennium, the thousand years of justice and rig~ousness and peace 
be 

ill which only the good and true woula,lpermitted to enjoy •.•• 

Jesus did not regard himself as the Messiah. He looked on himself 

as just one of those missionaries who apprise men of of the appending great 

day. There was a aoment in his history when he became persuaded, or when 

his disciples persuaded him that he himself was the Messiah or that the 

Messiah was to come soon. You read in the Book of Daniel: "And behold, 

there came wiJl the clouds of heaven, one like unto a son of man •••• And there 
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was given him dominion, and glory and a kingdom." But as soon as Jesus became 

persuaded that he was the Messiah, he also became persuaded that he must suffer 

and die in order to hasten the day of the millennium. Am according to the 

Jewish tradition of his day, the messianic tradition which drew its inpiration 

from the Fifty-third Chapter of Isaiah, which I read to you this morning, the 

Messiah was to suffer for the sins of mankind,to atone for them, so that they 

may be purged of them so that they be permitted to enter this new era. There 

was a tradi tion too that the Messiah ben Joseph must suffer and die in order 

to fulfil his messi anic role, and when Jesus becomes persuaded that his 

mission of the Messiah means suffering and de[ th, he decides to go to Jerusalem 

and consummate this drama. And he goes there J112t before the Festival of 

Passover. 

And his death was not hard to find. He was welcomed in Jerusalem by 

his followers, whether many or few, as the Messiah. And the Messiah was to 

become the King of the Jews. The Messiah was to destroy the power of Rome. 

The Romans were fearful of Jewish agitators who preached rebellion. Jesus 

also angered the priests of Jerusalem because he had dared to purge the 

Temple of the money-changers. He angered the riests because he challenged 

their prestige am their authority. And he prophecied the destruction of 

the Temple even as Jeremiah ahd prophecied it. They felt that he had blasphemed. 

Either the priests persuaded Pontius Pilate to charge him with blasphemy 

and thus have him executed - a charge which it would have been very difficult 

to substantiate on the basis of Jewish law, or, as bholem Asch suggests, 

and as have many before him, it was Pilate who demamed. the arr est of Jesus 

and ordered Jesus' examination by the Jewish authorities for the government 

so as to have some warrant for putting this man to death, seeing that he bad 

incited no one to political rebellion. Jesus was cri ci fied.. 



-11-

Sholem Asch portrays these days :in the life of Jesus, the Crucifixion, 

at the foot of the Cross, with consummate art and pathos that truly tears 

one's heart. 

Those that believed that Jesus was the Messiah did not accept his death as 

final. They expected his return to usher in this new era. Some even thought 

they saw him alive again, and they propagated his faith. Ard soon there began 

a movement which has wept through the world for some nineteen hundred years. 

What that same Christianity has come to be, and how it developed, is another 

story. In many ways it branched away from being a Jewish messianic sect. 

It became a separate, and at times, even a competitive religion. 

But "The Nazarene" was and remains a member of the Household of Israel. 

He recited the "Sh1ma". He accepted the concept of One God. He observed the 

law and he died confessing the name of God. 

I think it was a beautiful thing that Sholem Asch has done in rediscovering 

for us and for Christians the true contours and the spiritual outline of this 

amazing, this amazingly at11active, this amazingly moving Jewish mystic Rabbi 

of the first century whose life was carved out of the spiritual life of man. 

Perhaps this rediscovery of Jesus of Nazareth will some day prove a bridge 

between Christians and Jews who have up to now found so much to disagree on 

and who may discover so much that they can forgive. One thing is certain -

that in those lands where the Jew is persecuted today, Jesus and his 

teachings are also being persecuted ..• 

It is a great service which Sh~lem Asch has done in bringing us anew 

this fresh and warming message of guilelessness, charity and justice of 

Jesus of Nazareth. 
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•THE NAZARENE• 
I 

With the growth of intellectual and spiritual tolerance, there has come 

about a perceptible change in the attitude or thoughtful Jes and Chri tians 

to each other's faith. In lace of apologetics and polemics, there s set in an 

earnest effort to explore the common basis of both faiths. Chri tian scholars 

are tracing ba.cK Chr·stiahity to its Jewish origins and are discov ring more and 

more that the pharisaic Judaism of t1ut day as not a legali~tic and articula~istic 

religion from hich Jesus came to deliver his people, but a very noble and s_iritual 

r 1th ich Jesus shared in doctrine and r ctise. An:i simul neously, Jewieh 

scholars are studying the New Testament in a dispassionate and scientific manner 

ithout bias or prejudice. And the pe ·sonality of Jesus and his immortal story 

are intriguing more and more Jewish tudents and riters. 

Themot recent effort by a remarkably gifted Jewish ,riter to inter?ret 

anew the life and teachings of Jesus has been made by Sholem Asch in his book, 

•The Nazarene•. Sholem Asch is al together equipped for the task. He has both 

scholarship and gination and deep human sympathies. Above all he is a profoundly 

spiritual. man who has eaten or the fruit of the spirit so t • t his eyes ve en 

opened to see far and deep. Fe iters in the ··orld t ay have grasped the 

mystical in hwnan experience and h ve ex lored the borderland bet een Reality and 

that hich ie beyond, as has Sholem Asch. He has sho in his earlier ··•ork, 

"Sal tion", bows iritually aware he is of that enchanted ·orld ot mystic pietism, 

of religious ant sy, !ertor and ecstasy4' of that super-r1tional orld wherein 

men are exalted, transfigured, and become "just a little• lo er than the angels" . 

And in other works or hie he has revealed ho much stirred he is by the b uty, 

~ pathos and -. tr gecf7 ot the mess· ah mot .JtThe Nazarene• is not a purely 

imaginatiw lite ot Jeeua. Asch has been Te faithful to the Gospel narrative. 
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He takes zingly few liberties · t h the recorded text. Re is, in _act, f ar more 

orthodox in th s regard than man·, a modern Chri stian biographer of Jesus. He talces 

the story as he finds it, and rites1in compl te consonance with its s~irit, a 

remarubly rev rent, tender and illuminating co ment ry - a sort of oetic "midrash". 

The author' s rich creative imagination has full play .hen he probes into 

the meaning of the text before him, into the motives of cryptically reported acts, 
~ 
,._ hen he reconstructs living characters and living environments. There is only 

one other book in modern times 1ich has succeeded so well in a similar ta~k, and 

that is Thomae Mann's "Joseph and His Brethren•. 

Sholem Asch has succeeded in making of the story a completely "Je ish" 

tory, and a completely human story. He has restored the authentic Hebraic flavor 

to it all. The actors in t.l-iis great spiritual drama move gainst a Je ish ckground. 

Am the drama, itself', is built on historic Je ish m stical idea1s. The Nazarene, 

himself, moves 'thin an authentic Je ish messi ctr d · tion. He .:sin all t hings 

an bservant Jew o rejected neither the oral nor c remonial law of phari aic 

Judaism. In his basic ethical teachings he as in compl te agree .ant ith the 

pharisaic-prophetic Judaism of his d y. In some matters of la, he was more lenient 

than the prevalently accepted norm; in others, he was more rigorous. At all times 

he subordi • ted,as did all great spi ritual tei chers of anld , the letter to the 

spirit/and so ht to reve 1 to en the inner intent and purpose or'tf;., - justice, 

love, compa sion and humanity. 

Sholem Asch portrays the Nazarene/unlike m y others who have s een in im 

~ a great teacher, a wises ge, an ideal can, a soci al reformer, a revolutionist 
0-.... 

or a . rophet/ .II• ,,rt Is hf;■ as tilll rofo~d mystic 1pos sessed ot a r re nd 

compel ling spiritual p rsonality1c pable of attracting, influencing and ennobling 
0.. . 

men
1
who lived at 1111 time ot cosmic crisis, hen en er xpecting the end of the 

old order, and the a proach of a new age. He gave en an exalted code of spiritu 1 

conduct and exercise prepare themselves rapidly tor the approaching 



Kingdom. Sholem Asch carries the t r y of the e . siah 

~ ~ 
~"'4 T, ,:_~ -
o must ~u!"ter and die 

" in order to fultil his mecsianic rolito the foot of the 6ross. 
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•THE NAZARENE" 

With the growth ot intellectual and spiritual tolerance. there has come 

about a perceptible change in the attitude of thoughtful Jes and Cbri~tians 

to each other's faith. In place of apologetics and polemics, there has set in an 

earnest effort to explore the co,:unon basis of both fai tbs. Christian scholars 

are tracing back Christianity to its Jewish origins and are discovering more n d 

more that the pharisaic Judaism of that day was not u legall.stic and ?S,rticularistic 

religion from ·hich Jesus came to deliver his people, buta very nobl.e and s:,iritual 

faith which Jesus shared in doctrine and practise. And simultaneously, Jewish 

scholars are stl.dying the ew Testa:nent in a dispassionate and scientific manner 

ithout bias or prejudice. And the pe_sonallty of Jesus and hi immortal story 

are intriguing more and more Jewish students and writers. 

The most recent e~fort by a remarkably gifted Jewish -~Titer to interpret 

anew the life and teachings of Jesua has bean made Ql" Snolem Asch in his book, 

"The Nazarene". Sholem Asch is altogether equippec;l for the task. He has both 

scholarship and imagination and deep humans m thies. Above all he is a rofoundly 

spiritual ... man who has e ten o~ the fruit of the spirit so th· t his eyes ve 

been opened to see f er nd deep. Few riters in the .- orld today have gras?ed the 
in 

m.ystico.1/bwaan experience arn have explored the borderland between Reality and 

that hich is be' ond, as has hol• Asch. He has shown in his rlier ,. ork, 

•Salv tion", how spiritually aware he is of th nt enchanted orld of mystic pietism, 

ot religious fantasy, tervor :· nd ecstasy of t ·1at super-rational orld erein men 

are exalted, transfigured, and become "j uet a little lo" er t.'1an the angels". 

And in other • :orks or his he has reve, led ho much tirred he is b. the bea ty, 

pathos and tr, gedy of the messiah motif. 

"The Nazarene• is the "Tehilllm Yid• all over again - this time no longer 

in the arbor a Polish "Tsadik" or the nineteenth century, but or a P le~tine 

"Sunder-Rebbi• ot the first century, and his group of Chassidim within a prescribed 

bistorio setting. 



•The Nazarene• is not a plll"ely imaginntive life or Jesus. Asch has bean 

very fai thtul to the Gospel narrative. He takes. amazingly few liberties d th the 

recorded text. He is, in fact, far more orthodox in this regard than many a mcrlern 

Chr:.sti an biot,ra. her of Jesus. He talces the story as he £in s it, and writes , in 

complete co sonance with its spirit, a remarkably reverent, tender and illuminating 

cox,.mentary - a sort of poetic "midrash n. 

The author's rich creative imagination has full play - hen he probes into the 

meaning of the text before him, into the motives of cryptically reported acts, 

or hen he r econstructs living characters ·nd living environments. There is only 

one other book in mo 1ern times hich has succeeded so ell in a similar task, and 

that is Thomas Ma. 's •Joseph and His Brethren•. 

Sholem Asch has succeeded in making of the story al a completely "Jewish• 

story, and a completely human tory.. He has restored the authentic Hebraic flavor 

to it all. The actors in this great spiritual drama move at:·ainst a Jewish background. 

And the drama, itself, is built on historic Jewish stical ideas. The Na~arene, 

himself, moves within an authentic Jewish messianic tradition. He is in all things 

an observant Jew who rejected neither the moral nor ceremonial law of pharisaic 

Judaism. In his basic ethical t_achings he was in complete agreement with the 

pharisaic-prophetic Jaaism of his day. In some matters of law, he was more lenient 

than t e ;,r val ntly accepted normJ in others, he v, .s more r-igorous. At all times 

he subordinated, as did all gre· t spiritual teaches of cankind, the letter to the 

s irit, and sought to reveal to men the inner intent nd purpose of all law - justice, 

love, compassion and hwd nity. 

Sholem Asch p~rays the Nazarene, unlike many others who have seen in him 

a great te·-cher, a wise s , ge, an ideal man, a social reformer, a revolutionist 
5 c., 

or a prophet, as a ~rofound mystic, possed of a Lare and compelling spiritual personality, 

capable of attracting, infiuencing and ennobling men, who lived at a time of cosmic 
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crisis, when men ~re expecting the end or the old order, and the approach of a new 

age. He gave men an exalted code of spiritual conduct and exercise by hich to 

.repare themselves rapidly for the approaching Kingdom. Sholem Asch c rries the 

story of the mess ~ah who, according to a Jewish trad'tion, applied to the 

Kessiah ben Jo eph, must suffer and die in order to fulfil his me sianic role, to 

the foot of the Cross. 

' 



The age w son the threshhold of that Kingdom which God was about to bring to 

pass now that the times prophecied by Daniel were fulfilled, and the 

reign of the Pt essiah w· s about to begin. The me sage of John the 

Baptist and of Jesus to the men of their generation was to repent, 

to "purge themselves of their sins so that they would be prepared for this 
l 

Kingdom and be spared the "birth-throes of the messianic saga. Deoth as not 

ha.rd to find. The Romans fought it because the mess i ah was to be 

the King of the Jews who would overthrow the power of Rome. The Romans 

had crucified others who had been suspected of rebellion. The priestly 

hierarch was angered because Jesus had dared to purge the Temple of 

the money-changers and by prophecying the destruction of The Temple 

even as Jesus had done centuries before. Either the priests rsuaded 

Pontius Pilate to ha e Jesus executed as they had fowrl h "m guilty of p 

blasphemy - a charge which it would have been very difficult to sub-

st ntiate on the basis of Jewish law, or hether as Sbalem Asch suggests, as 

have many others before him, that the Roman authorities demanded his 

arr st and ordered Jesus• examina tion by the Jew·sh authorities for the 

government so as to have a arrant for putting him to death, seeing that he 

had incited no one to political rebellion, is of great interest to scholars 

and historians and has been a source of much bit~erness and hate but is not 

of great moment as far as the real messianic drama is concerend. Jesus as 

cricified. Sholem Asch with profound pathos and consummate art betrays 

those last hours of the tragedy. 

Those ho believed that he was the messiah did not accept 

hie death as final. They awaited his return to usher in the new age. 

They propagated their faith. And that faith has moved t hrough the centuries 

the lives of countless men and nations. 




