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Foreword from the  
Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis
In 2014, in the wake of highly strained relations with the Jewish community, I became the first Chief Rabbi to 
address the Church of Scotland General Assembly. Following the publication of the Inheritance of Abraham? report 
in 2013, I called for “…a deeper appreciation for each other’s traditions, leading to greater respect and stronger 
bonds between our faiths. For a real and meaningful relationship we need to internalise how the other views itself.”

In the fraught aftermath of that report, a deeper appreciation seemed very far off. During that historic visit, I recall it 
being jovially suggested that there was an urgent need for theologians to be locked in a room until a solution could 
be found. What might otherwise have appeared to be a humorous comment, has in fact heralded a valuable advance 
between our respective communities.

Those religious leaders may have been ‘locked’, for a series of conversations over many months, inside a virtual 
room, owing to the Covid-19 pandemic, however the positive impact of having done so has been considerable. 
The result of the process is this glossary of key terms.

While we still have a long road to travel to understand each other more fully, and especially to better comprehend 
our theological approaches to Land and Covenant, an important step forward has now been taken.  

The reader of this glossary should not expect a comprehensive presentation of its various terms, given that 
countless books have been written on each. Rather, the group of Rabbis and Ministers who were tasked with 
independently constructing and undertaking this dialogue exercise, have produced a concise introductory  
summary of them all.

I extend my grateful thanks to Rabbi David Mason, Rabbi Moshe Rubin and Rabbi Dr Michael Harris, together with 
Very Reverend Dr Susan Brown, Reverend Dr Paul Middleton, Reverend Stuart Fulton and Reverend Dr Frances 
Henderson, for their enormous collective efforts in deliberating upon and compiling this work.

The design and layout of this glossary seeks to reflect the conversational nature of the process, insofar as the 
document is representative of conversations that took place over a particular period. Although born out of a deeply 
challenging time, this resource stands as a testament to the value of meaningful interfaith engagement between 
members of our two communities, and the relationships created through this undertaking are a welcome by-product.

Just as any one conversation cannot possibly contain everything there is to be said between two people grappling 
with important and difficult matters, this glossary does not, nor could not, incorporate all that we would wish to say 
to each other about any one of these vital topics.

While this endeavour does not seek to be definitive, I certainly hope that the glossary will provide the impetus for  
a more constructive conversation and relationship between our two faiths in the years ahead.

Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis



4A Christian Jewish Glossary

Reflections from Very 
Reverend Dr Susan Brown 
Words are not everything, but they are incredibly important. Words need to be carefully chosen.  The right words at 
the right time, communicated in the right way, have the potential to inspire when inspiration is needed; to challenge 
when challenge is needed and to encourage.

But words are far from precise. The way they are both understood and used, is influenced by things such as context, 
culture and language. Words carry nuances and assumptions for both speaker and hearer.  Sometimes we are 
aware that others may well hear what we say quite differently to the way we intended.  At other times, we can be 
completely unaware and cause unintended hurt and harm. Which is why even those who speak the same language 
can find that language separating them!

The conversations between members of the Jewish and Christian (Church of Scotland) communities, were born 
out of the dialogue which was set up in response to the Inheritance of Abraham? Report to the General Assembly 
of 2013.The dialogue was a necessarily theological engagement, seeking better understanding of where each was 
coming from in the light of the Report. The dialogue began the journey of rebuilding relationships and trust in our 
common and yet different, faith traditions. However, in order for that journey to have a greater and more far reaching 
impact, it needs to produce tangible learning from which wider participation can grow. That was when the idea of 
the creation of a glossary was born.

The two faith traditions share a common root and yet in dialogue, we discovered that those common roots are often 
interpreted very differently.  What if we had honest conversations from our different perspectives which explored 
words used in both traditions?  What might we discover about what those words mean to each of us?  How could we 
encourage others to join in those conversations so that the words we each use, might be used more thoughtfully?
Personally, I am not sure I expected to find the conversations as fascinating as they were!  Whether listening in to 
what others discussed or participating in that discussion, each of the conversations was stimulating, insightful, 
thought provoking and even inspirational. 

I learned so much about two different ways of thinking which has aided not only my understanding of another faith, 
but helped me to understand more of my own. Conversations around ‘nationhood’ and ‘mission’ and ‘land’ opened my 
eyes to cultural and contextual nuances and understandings that I had a notion of, but which I had not fully grasped 
the deeper significance of. 

If I was to offer just one ‘take-away’, it would be the contrast between a faith based on birth-right and a faith, born.  
The one simply ‘is’ while the other sets rules to define who is and who is not a part of the community.  Which is the 
more welcoming?  That’s a thought I keep coming back to and tussling with.  I simply throw it out there, to give you 
sleepless nights too! These conversations really need to continue. 

The glossary is only a starter for 10 and naturally can only offer perspectives from within the Church of Scotland and 
Orthodox Jewish communities.  The words discussed have not exhausted the discussions around them. The list of 
words could also have included so many more. What the glossary offers is an insight into two faith communities, with 
common roots but very different expressions of the faith they hold onto. Both communities will be enriched by the 
continuation of these conversations and we hope that parishes and synagogues will pick up the baton and learn to 
enjoy and to understand each other more over honest conversation.

Let the words we each use, reflect mutual respect and may they celebrate our God gifted humanity.

Right Rev. Susan Brown
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Reflections from 
Rabbi David Mason
It has been a privilege to be a part of organising this Glossary Project, a real privilege. In it, I have sensed a real 
opportunity. An opportunity to create a mature concept of dialogue. One where each leaves space for the other.
Curiosity has been at the centre for me of this dialogue. In fact it is necessary for any dialogue to be successful. 
Curiosity to learn about the terms used by the other. Curiosity to see how terms we use are understood by the 
other; and vice versa.

Let us remind ourselves of the genealogy of this project. It came out of tension in the relationship between the 
Church of Scotland and the Jewish community in the wake of the Inheritance of Abraham? report of 2013. As 
a way of exploring this tension, and understanding the relationship between our two communities better, we 
initiated this dialogue process, to get right to the heart of the words we use that are so central to our own faith, 
but so foreign to another.

Our dialogue and resultant Glossary was a chance to talk to each other with respect, friendship and openness in 
order to bequeath a tool kit to our co-worshippers in how to understand each other better and how to express 
ourselves theologically, in a way that may involve disagreement but not offence of the other’s core self.

You will see that we covered a large array of terms and subjects. The dialogue was at once structured, but also 
allowing for spontaneity of ideas. For me, what was most fundamental, was looking at the differences between 
our respective religious positions and the land. One of the first things I noticed was that we do not even refer to 
this land in the same way; to Jewish people it is the Land of Israel, to Christians it is the Holy Land. But secondly, 
and more importantly, I saw a wide difference between our approaches to this land in terms of its significance to 
our respective histories and identities.

In other words, we didn’t focus on what binds us. We focused on what can potentially pull us apart. In fact, this, in 
my opinion, is the most efficient and successful way to undergo a process of dialogue. In our Midrashic texts of 
about 1600 years ago, there is a statement that in Creation, when God separated between the lower and upper 
waters, ‘From there, difference entered the world’. This means that ‘difference’ is ontological in nature, a part of very 
being. So if we only look to focus on the similarities, we will miss the differences and the resultant tensions, all of 
which must be understood if we are to engage in a meaningful way with people from a different worldview.

This dialogue focussed on the opposite. Pairs of Rabbis and Ministers met online, sometimes as a larger group, and 
were lucky to have the opportunity to delve into the differences that exist between us. I feel blessed to have been 
a part of this, and pray that the glossary will be a tool that will allow differences to exist, without them turning into 
conflict and rift.

Rabbi David Mason
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How to use this glossary

Glossaries are primarily created and used as reference tools to provide information for words related to a specific 
subject matter. While this is what we set out to create in many ways, we hope our version of a glossary may be 
used and engaged with slightly differently to the one you might find at the back of a textbook or booklet.

This project set out to recognise and address the fact that words are often used with assumed knowledge, 
different intentions, associations and interpretations depending on the person, their faith and a number of 
personal and general factors. This can happen within faith traditions and between them. Our project aimed 
to address how these factors can trigger vastly different reactions from people as well as be a cause for 
miscommunication and offence. These different relationships to key theological words and terms have a particular 
impact on Jewish-Christian relations as Christianity has inherited and appropriated so many words and terms 
that may be familiar to Jewish people but not understood in the same way. This heightens the risk of assumed 
knowledge and ultimately aids miscommunication. As a reference tool we hope that this glossary might be used 
and reflected on before members of either faith declare statements, produce reports, sermons and any written or 
spoken material that uses the terms we’ve covered. For those we haven’t covered, we hope this tool helps us to 
become curious about how our words and ideas may be received in different and unpredictable ways.  

1. As a reflective and incomplete reference tool

By mapping the various meanings and levels of meaning alongside one another we hope that these entries might 
help users view similarities, differences, common roots or different starting points to help inform both our mutual 
understanding and appreciation of one another. The differences in meaning are not limited to straightforward 
definitions. We have attempted to dig deeper into the various ways that these terms influence and are shaped by 
Jewish and Christian identities and histories. The layers of meaning have attempted to cover include:

         1.     Different meanings of the word or phrase as it is used and understood

         2.     Importance of the term to the Jewish or Christian tradition 

         3.     Importance within Jewish or Christian histories 

         4.     Importance to Jewish or Christian identities

         5.     Aspects of any of the above that the participant thought would be helpful  
for Jews and Christians to know about that concept. 

         6.     Key points and differences that the participants noticed and reflected on  
in their dialogue and group discussion. 

Not all levels of meaning are covered in each entry as the process of dialogue evolved as we went along. For 
example, the Kingdom of God, Chosen People and Covenant entry do not refer to history as we were focused 
more on the importance within Jewish and Christian traditions in those dialogues. Sometimes identity and history 
have been combined due to the way the participants asked the question. 

2. To notice levels of meaning
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How to use this glossary continued

The co-creators of these entries are rooted in Orthodox Jewish and Church of Scotland Christian perspectives. 
We therefore invite users to engage with entries as necessarily incomplete and as reflections on words and terms 
that will provide many factual insights but also leave a variety of gaps. In this way users can reflect on:

         1.     What rings true for you from your own tradition? 

         2.     What surprises you (from either your own or the other tradition)? 

         3.     What perspective would you add? 

         4.     How does your identity shape your perception of this term? 

The process we adopted of organising dialogue by pairing Jewish and Christian participants to interview each 
other on the various levels of meaning contained in each term. This process can be used by others to help open 
up conversations, to learn and to invite further curiosity. Each conversation took off in various directions and 
helped open each participant up to ideas they hadn’t considered both from within the tradition they represented 
and how members of the other tradition responded to their explanations, which in turn invited much deeper 
explorations. In essence these entries reflect conversations that we have had but also provide a structure and 
starting point for your own dialogues. 

3. As a starting point for future Jewish-Christian dialogue

You will notice references to Judaism and Christianity as a whole and Jews and Christians in general alongside 
more specific references to Church of Scotland members and Orthodox Jews as well as other groups. Where the 
authors have made both specific references to their own or another group within Judaism and Christianity these 
will be signalled with more specific reference. There are also more general references to denote trends, cultural and 
theological patterns which will ring true, to some degree, across the tradition and will be referred to in order to contrast 
or compare with the other broader tradition. E.g. There is less emphasis on X within Christianity than in Judaism.  

Note on references to Judaism, Christianity, Jews, Christians etc. 
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You might see throughout this document terminology that you are unfamiliar with. All the Hebrew text has been 
transliterated and translated, and references have been included. The terminology used to refer to Jewish texts 
reflects its usage in daily Jewish parlance. For ease of reference, we have explained here the meaning of each term.

‘Hebrew Bible’ is one way of translating the term ‘Tanakh’, also used, and refers to the canon of texts which are 
central to Jewish life: the Torah (see below), the Nevi’im (the Prophets) and the Ketuvim (the Writings).

In its most literal sense, ‘Torah’ refers to the first five books of the Hebrew Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers and Deuteronomy, also known in Jewish tradition as the Written Torah (Torah She’Bichtav). The Written 
Torah is distinct from the Oral Torah (Torah She’be’al Peh) which according to Jewish tradition was handed down 
by God to Moses on Mount Sinai alongside the Written Torah. The Oral Torah comprises the rules of interpretation 
which are to be used to interpret and apply the Written Torah. The term Oral Torah is also used to refer to the major 
compilations of the Mishnah and the Gemara (collectively referred to as the Talmud) which encompass the oral 
traditions and laws that were eventually written down during the early centuries of the common era. The Mishnah 
being the original Oral law and the Gemara the Rabbinic debates and discussions on the Mishnah. 

On the Christian side the Hebrew Bible is sometimes used to refer to the Old Testament as some authors prefer 
this way of referring to this section of Christian scripture. We have used the New Revised Standard Version for all 
scriptural quotations. 

This glossary contains the voices, perspectives and styles of six authors. Instead of attempting to use the editing 
process to gloss over the differences between these voices and amalgamate them into a singular voice, we 
have tried to preserve them as much as possible. It is important for any reader to be aware that each entry is a 
reflection of a conversation and can only really attempt to capture what was said at three stages; the dialogue 
itself, full group review of each entry and slight amendments at the final review stage conducted by the staff at 
the Church of Scotland. Each author was tasked with attempting to represent views from within their tradition that 
they hold and also ones that they don’t share if important, but some views will be missed due to lack of familiarity 
or simply because these conversations could not cover everything. 

Note on terminology

Note on writing styles and authorship

How to use this glossary continued
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This concept of Am Yisrael, People of Israel, is based on 
the belief in the people founded by the revelation of, and 
subsequent relationship to the Torah. This was a development 
from the idea that the People of Israel are simply descended 
from Jacob (known as Israel) via his direct antecedents, 
Abraham and Isaac respectively. 

The term “People of Israel’’ does not appear in the Hebrew 
Bible. The collective term is usually “Children of Israel” (B’nei 
Yisrael) or the “House of Israel” (Beit Yisrael) or the “Children 
of Jacob” (Bnei Ya’akov) or the “House of Jacob” (Beit Ya’akov). 
The word am (“people”) is used in other definitions, such as the 
Chosen People “Am Segula” (see Chosen People; Deut. 14:2).

The term am is used in the Torah in the definitive:  
The People (Ha’Am).

The Talmud employs the additional term Knesset Yisrael – 
meaning the Assembly of Israel – to define the sum total of  
the Jewish people from a peoplehood standpoint.

Within this theological understanding the people are formed 
under religious law (Torah) and not through ethnic or genetic 
specification. 

The title of Israel, People of God is intrinsic to this 
understanding. It can be derived from the so-called 
‘covenant formula’ (see Covenant and Chosen People): 

“I will be your God and you will be my people”
- Exod 6:2-8; Lev 26:12 

The basis of the covenant is God’s election of Israel as 
his people. With this election came duties that were 
commensurate with this role; a responsibility to live in ways 
appropriate for the people of God. 

The ‘Am’ is not a race but a religious nationhood that 
transcends borders. That said, it is important to say that  
the concept of religion and a people defined by religion  
is not something that appears in the Torah. Instead the 
peoplehood, and its connection to a territory and a  
collective responsibility for keeping God’s commandments 
is foundational to Jewish understanding. 

The early Church claimed the title ‘Israel, people of God’ very 
early on. This rivalry produced a number of texts and polemical 
writings arguing that the Church has become the ‘New Israel’, 
replacing the Old. For some the old and new are relative terms, 
with Christians constituting a ‘newer’ Israel that builds on the 
legacies of the ‘older’. For others it means taking over from 
where God’s people ‘left off.’ 

Many Christians would describe themselves as being part of 
the People of Israel. In the sense that Christians were adopted 
into this family. For some this means Christians are included 
into this family, alongside the ‘traditional’ people of Israel. For 
others the non-recognition of Jesus as Messiah, means that 
those of Jesus’ own faith have forfeited their right to exclusive 
use of the term (see Supersessionism). 

The basic understanding of who the People of Israel are, is 
connected to the person of Abraham and the prophecy in 
Genesis that his future progeny would be numerous like the 
sand in the sea. Furthermore, Jesus is seen as carrying on the 
traditions of Abraham, using the traditional texts that recount 
Abraham’s life, i.e. the Books of Moses, or the Old Testament as 
it is known by Christians. 

There are also those who simply see the Jews as the People of 
Israel with Christians being connected but not part of it. 

Meaning(s) within Jewish tradition Meaning(s) within Christian tradition

People of Israel

In Judaism, there is no tradition of this concept of People of 
Israel being shared with Christians. It is a concept that derives 
from a revelatory experience and through the commanding 
voice of God in giving the Torah to the Jewish people. 

The inheritance of the Jewish people is seen by many 
Christians to be concurrent with that of the Christian 
people. The sharing of the theological triton of the books 
of the law and the prophets, many Christians would see 
as a uniting and convergent tradition.

What is important for Christians to know about  
the Jewish understanding?

What is important for Jews to know about  
the Christian understanding?
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The term Am Yisrael - the People of Israel - is a central 
idea in Jewish life; more so in the modern era, where the 
term Children of Israel may have Biblical connotations and 
connection, but the People of Israel has new resonance  
with the re-emergence of a nation state of Israel.

The concept of People of Israel touches on issues of identity 
for Christians, especially in their relationship to the Jewish 
People and Judaism. The people of Israel is understood to 
be an expansive and open concept under God – that anyone 
can join the People of Israel as it comes from Abraham and 
would combine for most Christians with a belief in Christ. The 
idea that this inclusion denies the continued place of Jewish 
people in the People of Israel has since been rejected by the 
Church of Scotland and many other Christian denominations. 

Importance of the term in Jewish identity

Importance of the term in Christian identity

-    There is an unconscious supersessionism (see 
supersessionism) within the mainstream Christian 
understanding of the People of Israel. The historical, 
‘given’ and exclusive nature of the term ‘People of Israel’ 
from a Jewish perspective, ought not to have been 
surprising – but until this dialogue the participant had 
not entirely grasped the level to which the notion is part 
of Jewish identity – even of their DNA – which makes 
the appropriation of that phrase by Christians, tough 
to bear and to hear since, in so doing, it erases what 
is a fundamental and defining pillar of Jewishness and 
consequently denies Jews the right to be who they are.

-    Historical antisemitism has drawn hard lines around 
being “a people”.

-    There is a connectedness to the physical land of Israel for 
the Jewish people within that term that is not there from 
the Christian perspective. This will be further explored in 
the section on Israel.

Key Differences - Summary

According to Judaism the election of Israel as God’s people is 
not just a matter of an idea or article of faith but a historical 
phenomenon, as evidenced in scripture across the Torah and 
the rest of the Hebrew Bible. It is therefore experienced in the 
solidarity of a group of people in a community of destiny that 
has been called into being by God. 

The term has its importance in the understanding that there is 
a deep association with being chosen, being selected to be the 
example of “being God’s“ on this earth and in the land (Haaretz) 
to which the people were chosen (See Chosen People).

Importance of the term in Jewish tradition and history 

The term is important as it frames the relationship between the 
person of Jesus and the Old Testament. But it also introduces 
complication into the relationship between Christianity and 
Judaism given the competing claim for this title. 

There is now a shift towards Christian recognition that 
considering themselves to be ‘people of God’ does not need 
to mean replacing Jews and Judaism. It is now much less 
common to claim the title of ‘new Israel’ given the sparse 
references in the New Testament.

Importance of the term in Christian tradition and history 

People of Israel continued
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