Preface

The Tenth Annual CISMOR Conference on Jewish Studies (CJS10) was held in Kyoto over two
days in the early summer of 2019. It was organized in collaboration between Doshisha University’s
Center for Interdisciplinary Study of Monotheistic Religions, Doshisha’s School of Theology, and
Ben-Gurion University of the Negev’s Heksherim Research Institute for Jewish & Israeli Literature
& Culture, with the participation of numerous scholars from Japan, Israel, the USA and the UK. It
was the third conference of the ten held so far to explore religious and cultural aspects in modern
Japanese and Hebrew literatures, following CJS6 and CJS9.

The premise of the conference — and of this volume — lies in the fact that for many centuries
relations between Judaism and Christianity were based on animosity and distrust, and Jews either
refrained from writing about the figure of Jesus Christ, or expressed disdain towards it. This
tendency has undergone perceptible change during the past hundred years or so, with the emergence
of Modern Hebrew Literature. The change did not take place all at once, but from decade to decade
poets and novelists started to engage with the figure of Jesus in more positive ways, even re-
embracing him as one of their own. Simultaneously, attitudes towards Christianity as a whole, and in
particular its artistic manifestations, gained more nuanced expressions, including those of admiration
and spiritual affinity. Especially since the establishment of the State of Israel, what used to be
regarded as menacing and forbidden, became the source of inspiration, interest and engagement.

Significantly, the relations between Japan and Christianity have also been complicated. In the 16"
and early 17" centuries, Catholic Christianity, which had gained roots in Japan through the efforts of
European missionaries, became the target of persecution and hatred, and was all but banished from
the country. When Christianity was reintroduced to Japan after the middle of the 19" century, it had
to deal with the residues of deeply rooted prejudice and fear, and try to find its way once again into
the hearts of the people. In that it was only partially successful, and although the animosity subsided
with the years, only a very small minority of the Japanese adopted it as their faith. Still, as has often
been observed, Christianity’s influence was felt in various ways outside the perimeter of the Church,
and many writers and other intellectuals engaged seriously with what it had to offer, as attested by a
significant body of literary expressions of various kinds.

Therefore, although due to the greatly different historical circumstances the cases of the two
literatures in their relation to Christianity has not been the same, they both display a similar arch of
change from fear and distaste to serious engagement and absorption. The purpose of the conference,
and of this volume based upon it, then, is to examine the various expressions in modern Hebrew and
Japanese literatures towards Christianity, with the aim of highlighting the tangible changes that have
occurred over the past century.

The current volume includes the majority of the papers read at the conference, which are
presented here after having been edited for publication by their respective authors and undergone a
thorough editorial process. It is divided into two parts: the first concerning Hebrew literature, and
the second concerning Japanese literature.

Part I begins with the opening lecture delivered by Professor Avner Holtzman of Tel Aviv



University. In his paper Holtzman demonstrates the arch of change in attitudes towards Christianity
as manifested in modern Hebrew poetry. He shows that while poets active in the early 20" century
expressed alienation and resentment when viewing Christian art and architecture, poets active after
the establishment of the state expressed acceptance and admiration towards the same manifestations,
which held great personal meaning for them. The paper by Professor Neta Stahl of Johns Hopkins
University also deals with the way Hebrew writers looked at Christian art, and in this case turn-of-
the millennium novelists. Using the term “ekphrasis”, she examines the ways in which contemporary
novelists look at the image of the dead Christ, endowing it with a new and perhaps uniquely modern
Jewish-Israeli perspective. Professor Hanna Soker-Schwager of Ben-Gurion University of the
Negev examines in her paper the Hebrew translations of “In the beginning was the Word”. Based
on her discussion, she offers a close reading of an outstanding Hebrew poem by leading poet Meir
Wieseltier, which weaves together aspects of Christianity, Jewish history and contemporary political
reality.

Part I continues with a contribution written purposely for this volume by Professor Yigal
Schwartz, the director of the Heksherim Center and a co-organizer of the conference, who arranged
for the arrival of the majority of participants from outside Japan. His paper concerns the work of
renowned Hebrew novelist Amos Oz, bringing into focus Oz’s major theme of “the traitor”. Working
backwards from Oz’s final novel Judas to his earliest stories, Schwartz traces the author’s life and
work as a “double agent” whose mission was to expose the conflicting realities of Israeli existence.
Schwartz’s contribution is followed by a paper by one of his doctoral students, Tamar Setter, who
takes a close look at the work of Israeli writer David Schiitz, highlighting the various subtle ways in
which the authors’ characters intersected with the figure of Jesus.

The two final papers in Part I travel back further into the past. Professor Haim Weiss of Ben-
Gurion University offers a fresh reading of a Talmudic episode, “the Martyrdom of Ben-Teradion”,
examining it also in relation to early Christian traditions of martyrdom. He also inspects the way
this episode has been “re-presented” in modern Hebrew literature. Professor Etsuko Katsumata of
Doshisha University examines a different aspect of Jewish-Christian relations: the interpretation
of early Christianity and the figure of Jesus according to Abraham Geiger, a leading figure of the
19" century Wissenschaft des Judentums. She scrutinizes closely and offers a critique of Geiger’s
interpretation in light of what he wished to achieve vis-a-vis both his Christian and Jewish readers.

Part II of the volume begins with a concise digest of the history of Christianity in Japan and
its relation to literature by one of the editors, Dr. Doron B. Cohen of Doshisha University. This
introduction was prepared for the benefit of the participants in the conference — and the readers of
this volume — who are not familiar with these historical events and cultural tendencies. It is followed
by the keynote address delivered as a public lecture by Professor Nobuhiro Nakamura of Doshisha
Women’s College of Liberal Arts. Nakamura examines the influence of Christian ideas and the Bible
on Japanese modernism, and in particular its literature, from both personal and wide angles. He
demonstrates how even non-Christian writers were influenced by the Bible, giving some examples
from the work of Osamu Dazai and other authors. Professor Massimiliano Tomasi of Washington



University offers in his paper several examples of the influence of Christianity on Japanese writers
of the Meiji and Taishd periods, including those who struggled with the faith and abandoned it. He
then examines links between those writers and their successors, offering a fresh perspective on the
complicated entanglement of personality and writing. The final paper is by Professor Hisao Takagi
of Meiji Gakuin University, who identifies a strong bias against Judaism in Japanese high school
history textbooks since the Meiji Period and up to the present day, in which it is regarded as a mere
stepping-stone for Christianity. Takagi presents rich data, thoroughly analyzed, and offers some
hypotheses for the reasons of this bias, as well as pointing out some positive changes in recent years
and expectations for the future.
*

As in the previous three conferences, this time too, all papers and comments were delivered in
English, except for the one by Prof. Nobuhiro Nakamura, which was delivered in Japanese as a
public lecture with simultaneous translation. The edited papers in this volume are also presented
solely in English, but the Table of Contents, Preface, and List of Participants, are given in Japanese
as well.

We wish to express our sincere thanks to all the participants and to those who helped with the
organization of the conference and the production of this volume. We are especially grateful to the
students who volunteered to help in various ways and to the office staff of the School of Theology,
CISMOR and Heksherim Center for their assistance.

We are preparing this volume while the COVID-19 pandemic is still spreading through the world.
It is hard to predict what kind of academic life can be expected in the foreseeable future, but we do
hope to keep up the tradition of the CISMOR conferences on Jewish Studies in the years to come.

Ada Taggar Cohen & Doron B. Cohen
Editors
Kyoto, September 2020
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