
Still Small Voice               

        Passover 5777, April 2017

“BEHOLD THE MAN” 
JESUS IN ISRAELI ART 

Part 1 
Jesus has traditionally been a taboo subject among observant 
Jews. His suffering has served as a common theme for modern 
Jewish painters and writers.  Amitai Mendelsohn, the senior 
curator of the Israel Museum’s department of Israeli art, oversaw 
this current exhibition, which he says: “Portrays the way local 
Israel i art ists have engaged in dialogue with ‘ that 
person’ (Jesus). It took many years for the museum to dare to 
mount this exhibition dealing with Jesus.” Jay and I joined our 
Rabbi and bible study group for the tour.“Every Jew should read 
the New Testament! Jesus was a kosher Torah Jew.” the Rabbi 
said. Israeli artists intertwine a deep closeness to Jesus with a 
feeling of danger and rejection. Yet, we have also experienced 
that the majority of the Israeli public recoil at this subject. Yet 
many Israeli artists approach Jesus from very ‘deep places’ not 
to be taken lightly.

Israeli artists have been occupied with this ‘volatile subject’. Take Israeli artist Moshe Castel, (1909-1991) who painted The 
Crucifixion (above). Born in 1909 to an observant family in Jerusalem, he was the scion of a rabbinical family who arrived in 
Jerusalem after the Spanish expulsion in 1492. Having lost his wife and 3 year old son, he looked for a way to depict the most 
powerful human suffering: the figure of Jesus suggested itself. In 1948 he portrays himself as the crucified Jesus, with the 
inscription The Jew Castel. (above) On sketches of this subject he wrote Yeshu’a rather than the common derogatory yeshu, 
which was often read derisively as an acronym for a Hebrew phrase meaning, “may his name be obliterated.” His background 
is one of searing personal tragedy. He painted the portrait of his tormented self and could find no other way to express his 
agony.  The painting, hidden  and locked away for 60 years, was discovered in 2008. Jesus in Judaism IS the forbidden 
place.

In 1922, Reuven Rubin (1893 - 1974) was the first to closely identify Jesus with Israel’s pioneer ethos. He viewed Jesus as an 
outcast. InThe Encounter (left) Jesus reveals his bloody wounds.  Rubin used Christian symbols to express Zionist ideas. On 

the (right), see Mount 
Tabor in Northern Israel 
and a small pioneer 
village. Jesus shows 
his wounds to the 
Rabbi who hides his 
face. Rubin brings 
Jesus into his pioneer 
heartland as the 
symbol of resurrection, 
connecting him to the 
Zionist revival of the 
Jewish People 
returning to their 
ancient home land, all 
be it, desolate at that 
time. “The nails in 
Jesus hands and feet are those that burn me, and no one can 
comprehend my suffering.” said Rueven Rubin in conclusion.     
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Our first encounter begins with works by European Jewish artists, not Israelis. They are the 
forerunners who brought Jesus back into his original Jewish setting. Mark Antokolsky’s 
1876 sculpture Christ before the People’s Court in marble, is nothing short of revolutionary. 
This is the first time a Jewish artist sculpts Jesus, and I believe the only time according to 
Mendelsohn. Throughout the Middle Ages up until the 19th century, most Jews were 
extremely negative toward Jesus. The 19th century saw a change take place. At the same 
time, Jews began to return back to their homeland from Lithuania in the 1850s as promised 
2,500 years before by the Prophets. With the Enlightenment Movement in the 19th century, 
especially in Germany change swept in. “Jesus was now taken as a sort of prophet or 
person of moral stature. This made it possible to accept him as part of the Jewish people, 
though without accepting Christianity.” said curator Amitai Mendelssohn.  Because Jews 
were coping with anti-Semitism and assimilation, there was a 
need to create a distinctive Jewish identity, especially when 
Jews were given ‘equal rights’, but only in some European 
areas. The whole relationship between Judaism and 
Christianity is expressed in their attitude toward Jesus.  So 
now we begin to see Jesus transformed into a symbol of 
suffering by Jewish artists.

Up until this time, Jews were perceived through out antiquity 
in Christian Britain, Europe and Russia as intransigent. In 
this painting to the right, The Wandering Jew, is depicted as 
a terrified person on the run, unwelcome anywhere. By the 
end of the 18th century, millions of Jews were fleeing to the 

West. The crosses represent the persecution in Czarist Russian. The infamous 
pogroms lasted right up into WW2.

To the left, Russian born Jewish artist, 
Marc Chagall painted The Crucified in 
1944. He depicts the destruction of his 
beloved village Vitebsk. Jews are seen 
crucified in the street. On the roof a Jew is cradling a Torah scroll; 
recalling one of Chagall’s best known pre-war images Fiddler on the 
Roof. Martyred Jews began the beginning of the end of village shtetl life. 

Chagall converted the cross into an emblem of Jewish suffering. The 
Crucifixion in Yellow was painted in 1941 after Germany’s invasion of 
the USSR. A prayer shawl is around Jesus’ groin, his head is encircled 
by a halo, symbolizing the fate of the Jews. A large Torah scroll is 
spread open as an extension of his right arm, underscoring his identity 
as a Jew and holy teacher of 
the Torah. Catastrophes taking 
place at that time are painted 
below the cross. Jesus the Jew 
is seen in agony and crucified 
with his people. This is the 
RETURN of an image that had 
once belonged to the Jews, but 
which had become exclusively 
Christian over a period of 
hundreds of years. Chagall 

boldly brings Jesus back in to the field of Jewish suffering. The Jewish 
return home to then pre 1948 Palestine engendered the re-encounter of 
Jewish artists with the person of Jesus! Chagall wrote the following in a 
poem during WW2:

A Jew passes with the face of Christ. He cries, ‘Calamity is upon us!’
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