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Wulfert de Greef
De Reformatie, het Oude Testament en de Joden. Eburon, Delft 2017, 201 pp. isbn
9789463011525. €22.

During the Reformation’s Quincentenary in 2017 one of the dominant themes
in books, exhibitions, media coverage, and public debates has been the Refor-
mation’s legacy on theological and socio-political attitudes towards Jews and
Judaism. In particular Martin Luther’s explicit booklets on Jews, which first
advocated a more tolerant attitude towards them, but later castigated them
severely for not converting to his reformed version of Christianity, received
ample attention. Wulfert de Greef, pastor emeritus in the Protestant Church
in the Netherlands, contributed to this scholarly and public debate by pub-
lishing his new book De Reformatie, het Oude Testament en de Joden. De Greef
defended his PhD dissertation in 1984 at Utrecht University on John Calvin and
the Old Testament and has since published widely on Reformation exegesis
and—lately—also on Calvin’s perception of Jews and Judaism. This new book
fits well in his wider project and widens his scope from Calvin and the Calvin-
ist movement to Reformation movements at large, specifically including the
Lutheran Reformation.

The first three chapters are closely related. In his opening chapter De Greef
sketches how some leading figures in the various Reformation movements—
the author chooses consistently to use the singular ‘Reformation’—related to
the Christian Bible, more specifically to the Old Testament. He stresses the
importance of the growing awareness, among humanists and early Reformers,
of the Hebrew origins of the Old Testament and the impact of printed Hebrew
Bibles—first of all Bomberg’s 1517 Biblia rabbinica—on Christian education,
Bible translations, and commentaries. In a chapter which is quite exhaustive in
its enlisting of initiatives and editions it is especially surprising that Johannes
Buxtorf the Elder’s influential Biblia Hebraica (1618) remains unnoticed. There
is also no treatment of the debate on the Old Testament canon—resulting
in the Protestants’ choice to deviate from the church’s traditional view and
adopt the Jewish canonical list of Bible books—although this might have
strengthened De Greef ’s thesis.

The second chapter is clearly where De Greef’s expertise is at its best: he
analyses the theological perceptions of Martin Luther, Philipp Melanchthon,
HuldrychZwingli, Heinrich Bullinger,Martin Bucer,Wolfgang Fabricius Capito,
and John Calvin on the Old Testament and its relation to the New Testament.
He analyses their positions carefully, provideswell-chosen citations and relates
these to the larger body of scholarship. For nearly all these Reformers, Israel
and the Jews were a theological category with important implications for con-
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temporary Christians—but in almost all cases contemporary Jews were nearly
absent in their theologies. Most of them onlymet Jews on the pages of Hebrew
Bible commentaries and were hardly acquainted with living Jews and their
religious practices. De Greef uses the notion of the covenant to differenti-
ate between Luther and the Lutherans on the one hand, and Calvin and the
Reformed theologians on the other hand. Whereas Luther placed an old—
outdated—covenant in opposition to a new one, Calvin and the like instead
stressed the continuity of the covenant, thus opening the possibility to stress
that Jews and Christians together formed God’s people.

The growing appreciation for the Hebrew language, the Old Testament and
even rabbinic Bible commentaries had barely any political consequences—
as the third chapter rightly demonstrates. Although De Greef again predom-
inantly focuses on theological positions of a number of Reformers, it becomes
nevertheless clear that for Jews, the Reformations movements had no deci-
sive positive influence. Luther’s anti-Jewish pamphlets were followed by other
Reformers advocating discrimination and/or expulsion of Jews fromProtestant
areas, and dissident views—such as Capito’s orOsiander’s—formed only a tiny
minority.

The last chapter has a completely different character. Here DeGreef seeks to
render the Reformation’s heritage on the Old Testament and the Jews fruitful
for contemporary Jewish-Christian dialogue. In his opinion, the period since
1945 has shared several similarities with the Reformation era, justifying such a
comparison. It seems to be predominantlyDeGreef’s own theological position,
in which he deems the Reformation period to have been “a golden era” (p. 9),
that prompts him to undertake such an effort. Thus whereas the first three
chapters are mostly analytical and historical, in the fourth De Greef sketches
out his own theological position. Instead of critically challenging the historic
Reformed positions on Jews and Judaism, he offers his own exegeses and
standpoints. He treats the Reformation less as an historical object, and more
as a principle for continued theological reflection.

This book’s merit is in analysing the Reformation(s) as theological move-
ment(s), that might complement other scholars’ tendencies to stress its social
and political components. Theology and politics were, in the early modern
age, frequently intermeshed and overlapping, resulting in amulti-layered com-
position of political theologies and theologically inspired policies. De Greef
reminds us that the question of how the Jews and Judaism fitted into the
socio-political and religious philosophies of early modern societies was one of
the most eye-catching of all—and remains so. For those unfamiliar with the
debate, DeGreef’s book also serves as a helpful introduction to the field, setting
out the main characters and their opinions, and thus provides a basis for fur-
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ther study. If only for the production of new studies and publications like these,
the commemorationof jubilees and centenaries areworth the effort. Especially
when the ‘black pages’ of historical events andmovements are not overlooked,
but consciously taken into consideration and properly addressed.

BartWallet
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam/University of Amsterdam

b.t.wallet@vu.nl and B.T.Wallet@uva.nl

Downloaded from Brill.com01/19/2023 03:00:39PM
via free access

mailto:b.t.wallet@vu.nl
mailto:B.T.Wallet@uva.nl

