
 

ARTICLE 

Uncharted Waters 
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It has been almost forty-one years since Nostra aetate, the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on the Relationship of the 
Church to Non-Christian Religions, transformed relations between Catholics and Jews, effectively repudiating the church’s long 
history of anti-Jewish and even anti-Semitic teaching.  

The declaration opened up bold new paths, even as it left many theological questions unanswered. As Pope Benedict XVI 
noted when visiting the Roonstrasse Synagogue of Cologne in August 2005, “much still remains to be done.” Jews and 
Christians “must come to know one another much more and much better,” the pope elaborated, “for only in this way will it be 
possible to arrive at a shared interpretation of disputed historical questions, and, above all, to make progress toward a 
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i s s u e .  N o n e  a d v o c a t e d  f o r  a  m i s s i o n  t o  c o n v e r t  J e w s .  I n d e e d ,  C o a d j u t o r - A r c h b i s h o p  A r t h u r  E l c hi n g e r  o f  S t r a s b o u r g  i n s i s t e d  

that “Our declaration must avoid...all a p p e a r a n c e  o f  a n y  p r e s e n t - d a y  c a l l  f o r  t h e  c onv er sion of the entire Jewish people.” 

Archbishop  Patrick O’Boyle of Washington,



same deity who gave Israel the Torah on Sinai); or multiple covenants in a complex interrelations h i p  ( w i t h  N o a h ,  M o s e s ,  D a v i d ,  

or anticipated by Jeremiah). Instead, Jews and Christians ar e both covenanting communities, both walking with God through 
h i s t o r y  i n  r e l a t e d  b u t  d i s t i n c t  w a y s .   

O f  c o u r s e ,  f o r  C h r i s t i a n s  t h e  c h u r c h ’ s  c o v e n a n t i n g  w i t h  G o d  i s e x p l i c i t l y  C h r i s t o m o r p h i c ,  o r C h r i s t - s h a p e d :  o u r  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  
e x p e r i e n c e  o f  G o d  a r e  s u s t a i n e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  R i s en Christ, who is with us always. Still, there is a tendency in the West to focu s 

so myopically on Christ-what theologians call “ C h r i s t o m o n i s m ” - t h a t  w e  o b s c u r e  t h e  f u l l  T r i n i t a r i a n  t r a d i t i o n .  A s  m y  l a t e  

c o l l e a g u e  A n t h o n y  S a l d a r i n i  e x p l a i n e d :   

In all else, in all activity, in all rela t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  h u m a n s ,  G o d  i s ,  a c t s ,  l o v e s , and saves as one, indivisibly. To say that  G o d  
s a v e s  h u m a n s  m e a n s  t h a t  t h e  F a t h e r  s a v e s  a s  d o  t h e  S o n  a n d  t h e  S p i ri t .  T o  s a y  t h a t  J e s u s  t h e  S o n  o f  G o d  s a v e s  i s  t o  s a y  t h a t  
G o d  s a v e s .  W h e n  G o d  s a v e s  I s r a e l ,  i n  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  God, the Spirit of God and the Son of God as well as God 

the Father save Israel....At the most

 fundamental level of theology Christia n s  n e e d  t o  e m p h a s i z e  G o d  m o r e  t h a n  t h e y  
have....Christians too frequently center everything on Jesus to the detriment of the God who sent him, guided him, and 

sustained him.  

F r o m  t h e  c h u r c h ’ s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e n ,  I s r a e l  k n o w s  G o d ’ s  r e v e a l i n g  a n d  i n v i t i n g  W o r d ,  

not Christomorphically in the Word made 

flesh, but in Jewish engagement with the Word as expressed in t he Torah, both written and oral. Is r a e l  a l s o  k n o w s  t h e  F a t h e r  

and the Spirit as part of its constant covenanting. It does not c o n c e i v e  o f  t h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n t h e  C h r i s t i a n  T r i n i t a r i a n  w a y ;

 still, 
Israel knows the God who saves. Such an emphasis suggests how it is possible for Catholic teaching to affirm Israel’s 
d i s t i n c t i v e  c o v e n a n t i n g  w i t h  G o d .   Conclusion The Catholic-Jewish dialogue that has unfo l d e d  i n  t h e  y e a r s  s i n c e  N o s t r a  a e t a t e  h a s  b e e n  i m m e n s e l y  b e n e f i c i a l  t o  b o t h  communities. We have learned, for instance, that Jews and Cathol i c s  b r i n g  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e rests, concerns, historical memories, and (mis)conceptions to interreligious dialogue. Catholics tend to want to talk “religion,” while Jews, on the other h a n d ,  a r e  m o r e  i n c l i n e d  t o  d i s c u s s  s o c i a l - j u s t i c e  i s s u e s .  C h r i s ti a n s ,  p e r p l e x e d  b y  J e w i s h  r e s i s ta n c e  t o  t h e  i d e a  o f  I n c a r n a t i o n, don’t seem to understand how difficult it is for Jews to imagine that the pure spirit of the tr a n s c e n d e n t  H o l y  O n e  c o u l d  e n t e r  

i n t o  

h i s t o r y  a s  a  m o r t a l  h u m a n .  J e w s  t e n d  t o  a v o i d  e x p r e s s i n g  t h e ir  m y s t i f i c a t i o n  o v e r  C h r i s t i a n  c l a i m s  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  c a l l e d  “salvation” is the result of the crucifix i o n  o f  a  s i n g l e  f i r s t - c e n t u r y  J e w ,  w h o  w a s , a f t e r  a l l ,  o n l y  o n e  o f  t h e  t h o u s a n d s  o f  J e ws e x e c u t e d  u n d e r  R o m a n  i m p e r i a l  r u l e .  F i n a l l y ,  w h i l e  m o s t  C a t h o l ic s  a r e  s u r p r i s i n g l y  u n f a m i l i a r  w ith the history of Christian 

o p p r e s s i o n  o f  J e w s ,  a n d  a r e  s h o c k e d  a n d  g u i l t  r i d d e n  w h e n  t h e y  f i r s t  l e a r n  o f  i t ,  J e w s  w o n d e r  i f  m o d e r n  C a t h o l i c  o v e r t u r e s  a r e  

but a temporary cessation in the cent u r i e s - l o n g  e f f o r t  t o  c o n v e r t  t h e m .   

C o n c e r n  f o r  w h e r e  t h e  C a t h o l i c - J e w i s h  d ia l o g u e  m a y  l e a d  c a n  i m p e d e  t h e  w o r k  t h a t  r e m ains to be done. Catholics with little 

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  i n t e r r e l i g i o u s  d i a l o g u e  w i l l  a c c u s e  C a t h o l i c  p a r t ic i p a n t s  o f  “ w a t e r i n g  d o w n  t h e  f a




