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Introduction

A

t a meeting with Jewish leaders on March 16, 1990, Pope John
Paul II suggested that the Declaration of the Second Vatican
Council on Non-Christian Religions be placed in the context of the
other Council documents.1 The fortieth anniversary of Nostra Aetate
is indeed an appropriate context for such an evaluation of the entire
Council’s contribution to Catholic-Jewish relations.
“The Second Vatican Council was perhaps the most profound
religious event of the twentieth century.”2 For Catholics this
statement can be accepted without qualification. Certainly many
Jewish and other scholars would accept this claim for its impact on
the development of Jewish-Christian relations. Perhaps many
outside the Catholic community would focus attention on Nostra
Aetate as a high point in the Council’s teaching. However, the
impact of this Declaration would have been less profound without
the important developments that are found in other documents,
especially the Constitutions relating to the very heart of the
Church’s life. Of course, the subsequent texts of the Holy See and
various national conferences of bishops have made a significant
contribution to its implementation.3
Many commentators use the phrase “watershed event” when
describing the impact of the Council. Indeed, a number of
significant changes in the life of Catholics followed from conciliar
decisions. However, it would be unfortunate to underestimate the
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continuity of the practice of Christian life on all levels. The
Council’s accomplishments are clearly founded on the work of
pioneers in various fields of theology, liturgiology, and pastoral care.
The teaching of Pope Pius XII on the nature of the Church (Mystici
Corporis [1943]), the Sacred Scriptures (Divino Afflante Spiritu
[1943]), and the liturgy (Mediator Dei [1947]) as well as his
leadership in other areas effectively guided the entire Church toward
many of the achievements of the Council.
The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy
(Sacrosanctum Concilium)
Public worship, the celebration of the sacraments, and other
forms of prayer constitute the core of the spiritual life for Catholics,
both the community and the individual.4 For this reason, it was
most appropriate that the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy was the
first document of the Second Vatican Council to be promulgated
(December 4, 1963).
Just as the liturgical heritage of the Church constantly draws
upon the Word of God in the Sacred Scriptures, so the Council
documents echo biblical texts, themes, and images throughout. The
“salvation history” model of biblical theology developed by Gerhard
von Rad and Oscar Cullmann may be recognized at many points,
but with a clear emphasis on the mystery, i.e., the divine plan,
operative in these events.5 The activity of God in creation and
human history must be appreciated from the perspective of the
divine “economy” and the ultimate goal of history (and, therefore,
of every human life). For the Church this salvation history is
centered on the person and work of Jesus:
The wonderful works of God among the people of the Old
Testament were but a prelude to the work of Christ our
Lord in redeeming humankind and giving perfect glory to
God. He achieved his task principally by the paschal
mystery of his blessed passion, resurrection from the dead
and glorious ascension. (Liturgy #5).6
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The marvels of God’s presence and guidance of the twelve tribes
of Israel over the centuries will be accorded more attention in other
documents. Here the perspective of Christian faith in the universal
impact of Christ’s work is stressed, without necessarily diminished
the magnitude of God’s prior gifts to the chosen people. At no one
moment did these mighty deeds have the same universal effects that
Christian faith ascribes to the “paschal mystery,” i.e., the suffering,
death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus (see Rom 4:25; 1 Cor
15:3-5). However, the very term “paschal” emphasizes that only in
the framework of the Passover-Exodus and Sinai Covenant can the
depths of the Christian interpretation of Jesus’ accomplishment be
elucidated. This will be evident from the first paragraph of Nostra
Aetate #4. Throughout the New Testament, writers point to the
Exodus as the key event in Israel’s history, whose symbols are used
to enhance Christian understanding of Jesus’ death-andresurrection. The phrase “paschal mystery” draws attention to the
Jewish Passover as paradigm for grasping profound dimensions of
Jesus’ work.
From the first generation of Christianity, “the Church has
never failed to come together to celebrate the paschal mystery,
reading those things ‘which were in all the Scriptures concerning
him’ (Lk 24:27)” (Liturgy #6). The liturgy is the favored context
for applying the message of the Scripture to the contemporary
needs of the Church, a lesson learned from the synagogue service.
This principle, like the use of psalms and other canticles of the
Jewish Scriptures, derived from the practices of the Temple and
Synagogue. The focus of all Christian worship on the paschal
mystery follows the Jewish precedent of rooting all prayer in the
“ascending blessing” of thanks-and-praise for what God has done
already for his people. From this perspective of gratitude, help is
sought for present needs and the community is oriented to the
future, when God’s plan will be fulfilled.7
At the same time as the Church orients the faithful toward the
consummation of history in the triumphant return of Christ, she
stresses, again with the ancient Jewish liturgy, that we live constantly
in God’s presence and must strive to make our worship (e.g., in the
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Sanctus, drawing on Isa 6:3) and lives (e.g., in the Lord’s Prayer)
correspond with the activity of the heavenly Court/Temple, the
celestial Jerusalem: “In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste
of that heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the Holy City of
Jerusalem to which we journey as pilgrims, where Christ is seated at
the right hand of God” (#8).
The central place of the liturgy in the Church’s life is clear from
the following principle: “The liturgy is the summit toward which
the activity of the Church is directed; it is also the fount from which
all her power flows” (Liturgy #10). This centrality of the liturgy to
Christian life echoes the Hebrew understanding of ‘abodah,
meaning both worship and work (service). This link between the
sublime drama of worship and the fabric of the mundane shows the
unity of human life, wherein all details of daily activities must be
ordered to the service of God and neighbor, with the purpose of
bringing all creation closer to its goal.
In several acts of reform the changes that followed the Council
have drawn upon biblical and liturgical principles that ideally
should have a beneficial effect on Christian-Jewish relations. Of
course, the primary purpose of these reforms is to foster the spiritual
life of the faithful, but it is indeed felicitous that people have
frequent occasions to reflect upon our roots in the biblical and
Jewish heritage. Filling a vacuum of ignorance with a positive
appreciation of what the Jewish community was in past ages should
be a foundation for a Christian sense of solidarity with the Jewish
people now and for cooperating with them to overcome anti-Jewish
bigotry in the contemporary world. Bringing the faithful to
knowledge of God’s Word and the people who preserved it is
imperative in every part of the world, whether these Christians are
in contact with Jewish communities or not. The message of the
Council regarding the Jewish people is very important for all the
Christian faithful because it is essential to the integrity of the
Church’s self-definition.
Following the Council’s call for “the treasures of the Bible to
be opened up more lavishly so that a richer fare may be provided
for the faithful” (Liturgy #51), a three-year cycle was devised for
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the Sunday readings and a two year cycle for weekdays. The
ancient synagogue in the Holy Land had a three-year cycle for
Sabbaths and, already in the decade preceding the Council,
scholars were debating its possible impact on New Testament
writings. Did the reformers have this background in mind?
Archival sources of this work are not yet available to answer this
question. At any rate, the selection of passages from the Jewish
Scriptures both for Sundays (except after Easter) and weekdays was
an important step toward presenting God’s Word in its fullness to
the faithful. It also made the teaching of “Old Testament” in
seminaries much more relevant.
The series of complex prayers at the Offertory of the Mass was
replaced by texts that derive from the Jewish meal prayers for bread
and wine. Future priests and other teachers should be introduced to
the riches of the Jewish prayer books (especially those of the
Orthodox tradition) so that they will be alert to such parallels and
to this treasury of Jewish spirituality.
The change of January first from the Feast of the Lord’s
Circumcision to the Solemnity of the Mother of God may have
taken away an opportunity to discuss aspects of the fact that Jesus
was born under the Law (Gal 4:4); however, the Gospel (Lk 2:1621) concludes with reference to the circumcision and naming of the
Child. The homily should stress the Jewishness of the Holy Family
and their observance of the Law. The change of February second
from the Purification of Mary to the Presentation of the Lord
provides another link with the Law of Moses, but this is not a holy
day of obligation.8
The reform of the Divine Office (the Psalms and other texts for
daily rhythms of prayer) was discussed in chapter IV of the
Constitution (# 83-101). This was extensive, dividing the Psalms and
canticles into a four-week cycle rather than the monastic model of
reciting all these prayers each week.9 Of interest to our topic is the
fact that Saturday continues to be called “Sabbath.” The “brief
reading” for Compline on Saturday evening is taken from
Deuteronomy 6:4-7, the core of the Shema; this is one of several
contacts with the Jewish tradition in the texts for Saturday.
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Prayers of intercession (“the prayer of the faithful” or bidding
prayers), whose presence in the Good Friday liturgy gives evidence
of a very ancient practice, were introduced into the Eucharistic
liturgy for Sunday and feasts (Liturgy #53); they were introduced as
well into the Divine Office of Lauds and Vespers. A careful review
of the prayers for the Jewish people in these petitions shows that the
spirit of the Council’s Declaration, Nostra Aetate, was not always
observed. Perhaps this work of providing new prayers was well
underway before the last session of the Council, when Nostra Aetate
was promulgated. At any rate, this area should be reviewed in
coming years.
Long before the Council, John M. Oesterreicher challenged the
usual English translation of the Good Friday Liturgy’s prayer pro
perfidiis Judaeis; he argued that the Latin term does not mean
“perfidious” but “unbelieving.”10 Pope John XXIII ordered that the
adjective be omitted from the announcement of the prayer; in 1966
and 1974 the prayer itself was changed completely.
The Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium)
In their search for a deeper understanding of the Church’s
very nature, with the intention of bringing all humanity to the
light of Christ, the Council Fathers discussed the Church’s
relationship to ancient Israel: “Already present in figure at the
beginning of the world, this Church was prepared in a marvelous
fashion in the history of the people of Israel and in the Old
Covenant . . . At the end of time . . . all the just from the time of
Adam . . . will be gathered together with the Father in the
universal Church” (Church #2).
This statement embraces the entire sweep of human history,
relating those who believe in Christ to the children of Abraham as
the covenanted people. The ultimate experience of redemption will
be shared by all who are “just,” gathered into unity with God and
each other. The title of this chapter, “The Mystery of the Church,”
conveys the realization that the Church is “a reality imbued with the
hidden presence of God.”11 The term “mystery” refers to the divine
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plan revealed in stages to Abraham and his descendants, coming to
fulfillment in the work of Jesus (see Rom 16:25-26). In Nostra
Aetate the Council Father endeavored to “sound the depths of the
mystery which is the Church”; this led to a longer reflection on “the
spiritual ties which link the people of the New Covenant to the
stock of Abraham” (#4). To appreciate this point of the Declaration
of October 28, 1965, it is necessary to study its roots in the
Constitution on the Church.
Very succinctly numerous aspects of the biblical message are
utilized to describe the work of Christ, who did the Father’s will by
inaugurating the kingdom of heaven on earth (Church #3).
Matthew’s use of a circumlocution to avoid inappropriate
familiarity with the divine Name must be kept in mind when
reading the phrase “Kingdom of Heaven,” as well as the double
meaning of the Hebrew term for kingship/kingdom. The royal
authority (kingship) of God is recognized now by people of faith,
whereas the acceptance of divine rule (dominion) by all creation will
come after evil has been vanquished definitively.12 The Council
document here identifies the Church as “the Kingdom of Christ,” a
theme developed in Church #5. The identification of the Church
with “the Kingdom of Christ” was applied to the Byzantine Empire
in Asia Minor and Eastern Europe, with unfortunate ramifications
in the period before the fall of Constantinople in 1453.
Acknowledgment is made of the rich heritage from the ancient
Hebrews: “In the Old Testament the revelation of the kingdom is
often made under the forms of symbols” (Church #6). Thus, the
Church is a sheepfold, a tract of land to be cultivated, the field of
God (1 Cor 3:9): “On that land the ancient olive tree grows whose
holy roots were the patriarchs and in which the reconciliation of
Jews and Gentiles has been brought about and will be brought
about again (Rom 11:13-26). That land, like a choice vineyard, has
been planted by the heavenly Cultivator (Mt 21:33-43; see Isa 5:17). The true vine is Christ who gives life and fruitfulness to the
branches, that is, to us (Jn 15:1-5)” (Church #6).13
These passages go far beyond the context suggested by Paul,
who speaks of “one planting, another watering but only God causes
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growth” (1 Cor 3:7-8) by alluding to prophetic images appropriated
by the Gospels. The field seems to be identified with the promised
land where Israel had flourished as an olive tree (Hos 14:7) or
fruitful vine (Hos 14:8; Ps 80, etc.). This should lead to an extended
reflection on the link between people and land in the biblical
tradition, with implications for the Jewish attachment to the land of
Israel over the centuries.14 Using the next Pauline image “the
building of God,” this paragraph then describes the Church as
God’s Temple, corresponding ideally to that of the heavenly
Jerusalem. Although in ages past theologians usurped such
“symbols” by denying the continuing meaning of the realities of
Land and Temple for the Jewish people, the rules of typology should
be followed, as in the works of biblical writers who applied the
Exodus experience to explain the return from exile. The reality has
a meaning in itself and also points to a theological or spiritual moral
application, without eviscerating the meaning and value of the
original for the Jewish people.
Chapter II, “The People of God,” contains material of great
importance both for the Church’s self-understanding and for
Catholic-Jewish relations.15 God’s plan for humanity constitutes
individuals as “a people who acknowledge him and serve him in
holiness. He therefore chose the Israelite race to be his own people
and established a covenant with it. He gradually instructed this
people . . . and made it holy unto himself. All these things, however,
happened as a preparation and figure of that new and perfect
Covenant which was to be ratified in Christ . . . ” (Church #9). After
quoting the covenantal promise found in Jeremiah 31:31-34, the
text continues: “Christ instituted this new covenant, namely the
new covenant in his blood; he called a people made up of Jews and
Gentiles which would be one, not according to the flesh, but in the
Spirit, and this race would be the new People of God” (Church #9).
Again Lumen Gentium prepares for Nostra Aetate and developments in the theology of the Church’s relation with the Jewish
people and offset misinterpretations of what may seem to be
ambiguous statements in the Constitution on the Church.16 “The
Church of Christ acknowledges that in God’s plan of salvation the
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beginning of her faith and election is to be found in the patriarchs,
Moses and the prophets . . . The Church believes that Christ who is
our peace has through his cross reconciled Jews and Gentiles and
made them one in himself ” (Nostra Aetate #4).
The image of the olive tree (Rom 11:13-26), cited in Lumen
Gentium #6 and in Nostra Aetate #4, helps to foster the truth of
continuity in the divine plan rather than have readers think that
phrases like “new covenant” and “new People of God” imply the
abrogation or demise of God’s relationship with the People of Israel
(now usually designated as the Jewish people). Theories of God’s
rejection of Israel/the Jewish people must not be part of Catholic
thinking; rather the Church (“whose members, as people of faith,
are children of Abraham”) should recall with gratitude that “she
received the revelation of the Old Testament by way of that people
with whom God in his inexpressible mercy established the ancient
covenant” (Nostra Aetate #4).
An emphasis on continuity must be balanced by recognition of
Christianity’s claim to “newness” in the union of Jew and gentile
into one people, achieved in principle through the paschal mystery
of Jesus. Thus the Council speaks of “the messianic people,”
pointing to the role of Jesus as God’s Anointed, leading humanity
into a communion of life, love and truth” (Church #9) that will
blossom forth in the eschaton.
Focusing on the Hebrew designation of Israel and qahal, a
convocation (rendered in Greek by ekklesia) by God’s word for
service, Lumen Gentium sees the people’s wandering after the
Exodus as a type of the Church’s pilgrimage toward full
communion with God:17 “As Israel according to the flesh which
wandered in the desert was already called the Church (ecclesia) of
God, so too the new Israel, which advances in this present era in
search of a future and permanent city, is called also the Church of
Christ” (Church #9). This typology is Pauline in origin (1 Cor
10:1-11) and was developed in the Letter to the Hebrews; again
it rightly alludes to the unique role of Christ. The phrases “new
covenant” and “new People of God” have explicit antecedents in
the New Testament. In this text the phrase “Israel of the flesh”
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need not be taken pejoratively (see 1 Cor 10:8) because the
Council does not refer to sins of the desert generation nor
contrast it with the Christian Church. However, the title “new
Israel” (whose only possible New Testament antecedent is “the
Israel of God” in Gal 6:16) must be avoided or used very carefully
to avoid a judgmental contrast with the Israel that included
people who did not acknowledge Jesus to be the Messiah and Son
of God. Again Nostra Aetate completes the Council’s teaching
with its quotation of Paul’s list of attributes belonging to the
Jewish People (#4, citing Rom 9:4-5) as well as the statement that
“God does not take back the gifts he bestowed or the choice he
made” (#4 citing Rom 11:28-29).
The rich section (#10-12) on participation of the faithful in
Christ’s three-fold function as king, priest, and prophet and the
meaning of the sacraments could be explored for biblical and Jewish
roots, but that will be left for another study.
The Church’s clear sense of its universal mission, first
enunciated in Liturgy #1 and #2, is reiterated throughout Lumen
Gentium: “All human beings are called to belong to the new People
of God. This people, therefore, while remaining one and only one,
is to be spread throughout the whole world and to all ages in order
that the design of God’s will may be fulfilled” (#13). The
Declaration on Religious Liberty provides a basis for tempering zeal
with a deep respect for each individual’s freedom of conscience.18
Already in Lumen Gentium this sense of mission is followed by
a reflection on the situation of baptized Christians who are not
Catholic (#5; see the Decree on Ecumenism). A very important
interpretation of the ancient dictum “Extra Ecclesiam nulla salus”
(“Outside the Church no salvation”) has an explicit reference to the
Jewish people:
Those who have not yet received the Gospel are related to
the People of God in various ways. There is, first, that
people to which the covenants and promises were made,
and from which Christ was born according to the flesh
(Rom 9:4-5): in view of the divine choice, they are a people
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most dear for the sake of the fathers, for God does not
repent of the gifts he makes nor of the call he issues (see
Rom 11:28-29). (#16).
How do the Jews relate to the Church? Should there be a
second question: How does the Church relate to the Jews of our
generation? The Council has alluded to the key ideas flowing from
the New Testament, but much work remains for the theologians
and ecumenists.19 Of course, this paragraph includes a carefully
nuanced section on the divine help given to all who, “through no
fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church,
but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart.”
Chapter VIII of Lumen Gentium places the Catholic teachings
concerning the blessed Mother of God explicitly within the
context of the Council’s understanding of the Church itself.
Although the biblical preparation for the role of the Redeemer’s
Mother is sketched briefly (#55), there is no allusion to her
Jewishness. This fact is mentioned in Nostra Aetate #4, but only in
passing. Perhaps the reticence is due to the fact that this is a
question “which the work of theologians has not yet fully
clarified” (#54).20
The Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum)
Preeminent among the gifts which the Church received from
the chosen people is the Jewish Bible.21 The Council’s work
embodied in the Constitution on Divine Revelation is the fruit of a
generation of scholarship inspired by the 1943 encyclical of Pope
Pius XII entitled Divino Afflante Spiritu.
The Constitution begins by mentioning that God’s Word is
heard and proclaimed (#1); this perspective on the primacy of
listening (see Rom 10:14-17) places the Scriptures within the
liturgy as the heart of the Church’s life. Reading and study are
necessary as preparation for appreciating the Word as proclaimed
and heeded, after attentive, prayerful listening. Thus the Church
draws upon the ancient Hebrew and Jewish experience of God’s
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Word. Uniquely Christian is the relation of this Word to the Wordmade-flesh in Jesus Christ (citing Jn 1:2-3).
The Hebrew term dabhar means word, thing, and event; this
range of meaning should assist the Christian to grasp the profound
link between word and sign (or symbolic gesture), between the
historical event and its interpretation, between the liturgy of the
Word and the liturgy of sacrifice and sacrament:
The economy of revelation is realized by deeds and words,
which are intrinsically bound up with each other. As a
result, the works performed by God in the history of
salvation show forth and bear out the doctrine and realities
signified by the words; the words, for their part, proclaim
the works, and bring to light the mystery they contain. (#2)
Lumen Gentium (#9) already spoke of God’s choice of Israel
and the covenant which made this people his own. A brief sketch
of salvation history is given in Dei Verbum #3 and #14: “In his own
time God called Abraham and made him into a great nation (see
Gen 12:2). After the era of the patriarchs, he taught this nation, by
Moses and the prophets, to recognize him as the only living and
true God, as a provident Father and just judge. He taught them,
too, to look for the promised Savior” (#3). The second text
mentions the covenant with Abraham, referring to the “pact of the
pieces” (Gen 15, which promises offspring and land) and with
Israel at Mount Sinai through Moses (see Ex 24:8) as the basis for
God’s acquisition of a people destined to have their own land
wherein to serve God freely (Ex 19:6). There are slight differences
in the description of the divine pedagogy, the second text (Dei
Verbum #14) referring to Israel’s mediation of knowledge about
God’s ways among the nations.
The unique contribution of Jesus to the divine plan of salvation
is taught by stating that he completed and perfected revelation by
his presence and work on earth: “The Christian economy, therefore,
as the new and definitive covenant, will never pass away; and no
new public revelation is to be expected before the glorious
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manifestation of our Lord, Jesus Christ” (Dei Verbum #4). The full
expression of Christian certitude about the person and work of Jesus
must be made clearly, as the Council documents do time and again
(see Dei Verbum #5). That the new covenant builds upon the old
and does not abrogate the election of Israel flowing from the
promise to Abraham should also be enunciated just as carefully.
Dei Verbum dedicates a chapter to “The Old Testament” (#1416). The Council declares that the books of the Jewish Scriptures
are the true Word of God; “that is why these books, divinely
inspired, remain permanently valuable,” quoting Romans 15:4 as a
proof-text (#14). Anyone who knows the Church’s use of the Psalms
and other canticles in her liturgy and who studies the great patristic
and medieval commentaries on most parts of the Jewish Scriptures
would acknowledge that practice proves the Church’s faith in the
divine inspiration of the Jewish Scriptures. However, in both liturgy
and exegesis, the tendency has been to see these texts primarily as
preparation for the fuller revelation in the work of Jesus and in the
New Testament writings.
This thrust of the divine message remains a basic Christian
conviction, as is shown in the revised lectionary.22 In addition,
however, the Council acknowledges that lessons for every age can
be discovered by studying all parts of the Jewish Scriptures for
themselves, i.e., as revealing aspects of “that truth which God, for
the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the Sacred
Scriptures” (#11). Because the New Testament presupposes the
biblical heritage of the Jewish people and because these texts were
composed over a relatively short period of time, there are areas of
life that its authors treated only fleetingly. The millennial traditions
of Israel, and their interpretation by the Jewish community
through the ages, can provide us with many insights needed to
grapple with problems of our time.23 “These books, even though
they contain matters imperfect and provisional, nevertheless show
us authentic divine teaching” (#15). There is a note after this
sentence that refers to Pope Pius XI’s encyclical Mit brennender
Sorge (March 14, 1937), which dramatically confronted Nazi
ideology and racism:
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Christians should accept with veneration these writings which
give expression to a lively sense of God, which are a storehouse
of sublime teaching on God and of sound wisdom on human
life, as well as a wonderful treasury of prayer; in them, too, the
mystery of our salvation is present in a hidden way. (#15)
This last clause leads to a restatement of the central Christian
conviction that our Bible possesses a profound unity, deriving from its
divine origin: “God, the inspirer and author of the books of both
Testaments, in his wisdom has so brought it about that the New
should be hidden in the Old and that the Old should be made
manifest in the New” (#16).24 Augustine of Hippo is credited with
this felicitous formula which teaches the necessity of a thorough study
of the two Testaments. Jerome expressed the idea in another dictum:
“Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.”25 The function of
priests as the ministers of God’s Word (Decree on the Ministry and Life
of Priests #4) makes a thorough education in the Scriptures a necessity
of the highest order (see Dei Verbum #23-26). This should include a
special study of Judaism, both in the Second Temple period and in
later times so that the faithful may never be exposed to anti-Jewish
attacks from the pulpit. Nostra Aetate addressed this point directly:
It is true that the Church is the new people of God, yet the
Jews should not be spoken of as rejected or accursed as if
this followed from Holy Scripture. Consequently, all must
take care, lest in catechizing or in preaching the Word of
God, they teach anything which is not in accord with the
truth of the Gospel message or the spirit of Christ. (#4)26
The Constitution on the Church in the Modern World
(Gaudium et Spes) and the Declaration on
Religious Liberty (Dignitatis Humanae)
Just as individual Christians find strength and insight by
contemplation of God’s Word, so the Council Fathers and their
theologians refreshed themselves at the “pure and lasting fount of
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spiritual life” (Dei Verbum #21). Coming to know God and divine
ways more profoundly, they answered the great philosophical
questions about human life (see Nostra Aetate #1) and destiny by
reiterating the ancient truth that every human being is created in
God’s image and likeness (Gen 1:26-28).27
“The Council lays stress on respect for the human person:
everyone should look upon his neighbor (without any exception) as
another self, bearing in mind above all his life and the means
necessary for living it in a dignified way” (Gaudium et Spes #27). This
text continues with the challenge to come to the aid of any person in
need, especially the least fortunate. Among the crimes against
humanity listed are several that have been perpetrated against Jews:
murder, genocide, mutilation, physical and mental torture (#27).
Nostra Aetate incorporates this point into its reflection on the
Church’s relation to the Jewish people:
The Church reproves every form of persecution against
whomever it may be directed . . . she deplores all hatreds,
persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism leveled at any time
or from any source against the Jews. (#4)
We cannot truly pray to God the Father of all if we treat
any people in other than brotherly fashion, for all human
beings are created in God’s image . . . There is no basis,
therefore, either in theory or in practice, for any
discrimination between individual and individual, or
between people and people arising either from human
dignity or from the rights which flow from it. (#5)
After striving to provide principles of faith that should eliminate
prejudice, the Church tries to foster greater human understanding:
Those also have a claim on our respect and charity who
think and act differently from us in social, political and
religious matters. In fact, the more deeply we come to
understanding their ways of thinking through kindness and
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love, the more easily will we be able to enter into dialogue
with them. (Gaudium et Spes #28)
The principles for developing authentic dialogue were already
in the Council’s Decree on Ecumenism (especially #5-12). Although
addressed to the specific needs of uniting the Christian Churches, a
goal which cannot be applied to Catholic-Jewish relations, the
following principles can apply to interfaith dialogue as well:
1. Interior conversion will come to those who enter dialogue
with a prayerful mind, open to learn and gentle in service
of others (see #7).
2. Study of Other’s teachings and practice will be the basis for
discussion of specific questions with the Other on an equal
footing (see #9).
3. Catholic doctrine should be presented so that it in no way
becomes an obstacle to dialogue, yet it is essential that the
doctrine be presented clearly, in its entirety (see #11).28
When members of the Jewish community become convinced of
the Church’s sincerity in rejecting all forms of persecution and
discrimination and when the principles of “dialogue” have been
understood to eliminate all forms of proselytization, then almost all
of the issues presented in Gaudium et Spes can be topics for
discussion.29 In many areas fruitful collaboration is taking place
already on important social issues.
For Jews and other minorities in European and other countries
with a Catholic majority, the touchstone for evaluating the Council’s
success is found in the Declaration on Religious Liberty. In the past the
principle behind the exercise of authority in these nations had often
been enunciated as follows: “Error has no rights.” The Council,
“increasingly conscious of the dignity of the human person . . . searches
the sacred tradition and teaching of the Church, from which it drew
forth new things that are always in harmony with the old” (#1). The
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result is the recognition that rights reside in the human person and
people have inalienable rights, including the freedom of their
conscience. Of course, every right has a concomitant responsibility,
including the necessity of seeking the truth and to embrace it (see #1).
The Council Fathers were well aware of the fact that Catholics in
some lands were being persecuted for their faith and hoped that
principles enunciated in this declaration (like the principles of the
United Nations’ 1948 Universal Declaration on Human Rights) would
penetrate such regimes. By the same token, countries which follow the
Church’s guidance whole-heartedly would be required to provide
freedom of assembly to religious minorities under their jurisdiction (#4).
“Parents have the right to decide in accordance with their own
religious beliefs the form of religious upbringing which is to be
given to their children” (#5). In the past a Jewish child, baptized
because a Catholic thought the person to be in danger of death,
could be taken from the parents’ care.30 Such a case would be
extremely rare, but its poignancy caused great debates to arise. No
longer will the parental right be scorned.
Religious freedom enables the Church to “enjoy in law and in
fact those stable conditions which give her the independence
necessary for fulfilling her divine mission” (#3). This mission is the
subject of the Council’s concern from the very beginning and it
culminates in a Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity. Taking
into account the principles enunciated in documents such as the
Decree on Ecumenism and Religious Liberty, the Council demands
that all Catholics, and especially missionaries, to be educated to
respect the rights of others and to present the Christian message in
candor, truth, and charity. The burden of the past may weigh
heavily upon Church at times, but the search for authenticity in
loving imitation of God demands this effort. The history of
Catholic-Jewish relations does have bright moments and brilliant
leaders in the past; in many places ordinary people showed good will
towards Jews, but so often the Jewish people were vilified by those
professing faith in Jesus the Jew and claiming to honor his Mother.
The Council, especially in Nostra Aetate but throughout the other
documents of its teaching, provides the foundation for a new era in
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the Church’s relationship with the Jews. Much has been
accomplished in many parts of the world in the past forty years.
This provides a basis for continuing the diligent efforts to honor
God and his Son by obtaining a deeper insight into his plan for
ourselves and for the children of Abraham.
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