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he release of the study document Reflections on Covenant and Mission from an

ongoing consultation between the National Council of Synagogues in the

USA and the US Catholic Bishops’ Committee on Ecumenical and Interreligious

Affairs on 12 August 2002,1 caused a firestorm in sectors of the Catholic Church

with Cardinal Avery Dulles taking a lead in attacking the document.2 While no

single document within mainline Protestantism has elicited quite the same vig-

orous response, a number of European statements such as the declaration from

the Rhineland Synod3 in Germany have elicited strong reactions. And some

evangelical Protestant groups in the United States have severely critiqued sever-

al statements, including the recent Pontifical Biblical Commission document

dealing with the Jews and their Scriptures in the New Testament and the state-

ment A Sacred Obligation released in September 2002 by the ecumenical Christian

Scholars Group on Christian–Jewish Relations. Clearly the discussion of the the-

ology of the Jewish–Christian relationship and its implication for the churches’

understanding of mission relative to the Jews has moved centerstage in recent

years. We shall return to the contemporary discussion later in this essay. But

first a bit of recent history on the question is in order.

In an address to the Catholic Theological Society of America annual meet-

ing in 1986 the Canadian theologian Gregory Baum, who served as an expert at

the II Vatican Council and worked on Nostra Aetate, argued that ‘the Church's

recognition of the spiritual status of the Jewish religion is the most dramatic
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example of doctrinal turn–about in the age–old magisterium ordinarium’ to

occur at the Council.4 For centuries Christian theology, beginning with most of

the major Church Fathers in the second century and thereafter, was infected

with a viewpoint which saw the Church as replacing ‘old’ Israel in the covenan-

tal relationship with God. This replacement theology relegated Jews to a miser-

able and marginal status which could only be overcome through conversion.5

Vatican II’s Nostra Aetate, together with many parallel Protestant documents,

fundamentally changed Christianity's theological posture relative to Jews and

Judaism that had permeated its theology, art, and practice for nearly eighteen

hundred years. Jews were now to be seen as integral to the ongoing divine

covenant. Jesus and early Christianity were portrayed as deeply rooted in a con-

structive sense in the religiosity of Second Temple Judaism (particularly its

Pharisaic branch). Jews were not to be held collectively accountable for the death

of Jesus. Vatican II did not ’forgive’ Jews of the so–called crime of deicide as some

newspaper headlines proclaimed. Rather it argued that there existed no basis

for such a charge in the first place.

One indication of how thorough the change was on the Catholic side can be

seen in the references the Bishops at Vatican II used to support their argument

for a basic turn in the Church’s understanding of its relationship with the

Jewish People. Dr. Eugene J. Fisher, who oversees Catholic–Jewish relations for

the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, wrote some years ago that

‘Nostra Aetate, for all practical purposes, begins the Church’s teaching . . . con-

cerning a theological or, more precisely, a doctrinal understanding of the rela-

tionship between the Church as “People of God” and “God's People” Israel.’6

Examining chapter four of Nostra Aetate we find scarcely any reference to the

usual sources cited in conciliar documents: the Church Fathers, papal state-

ments and previous conciliar documents. Rather, the Declaration returns to

Romans 9–11, as if to say that the Church is now taking up where Paul left off in

his insistence that Jews remain part of the covenant after the Resurrection

despite the theological ambiguity involved in such a statement. Without saying

it so explicitly, the 2,221 Council members who voted for Nostra Aetate were in

fact stating that everything that had been said about the Christian–Jewish rela-

tionship since Paul moved in a direction they could no longer support. It is inter-

esting to note that Nostra Aetate never makes reference to the several passages in

the Letter to the Hebrews where the original covenant appears to be abrogated

after Christ and the Jewish law overturned. (Heb. 7:12; 8:13 and 10:9) Given the

interpretive role of a Church Council in the Catholic tradition this omission is
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theologically significant. It indicates that the Council Fathers judged these texts

from Hebrews as a theologically inappropriate resource for thinking about the

relationship between Christianity and Judaism today. I will return to this point

subsequently in discussing Cardinal Avery Dulles’ reaction to the study docu-

ment Reflections On Covenant And Mission.

In reality the theological about–face on the Jews at Vatican II represents,

along with such closely related statements as the affirmation of the democratic

constitutional state in the Declaration on Religious Liberty and the depiction of

the Catholic Church as ‘subsisting’ in the one true Church in which the other

Christian churches are to be regarded as integral members in the document on

ecumenism, one of the central theological developments at the Council.

Unfortunately its full significance for all of Christianity has been insufficiently

recognised up till now within Catholicism. This is also largely true within

Protestantism where the several ground–breaking statements on continued

Jewish covenantal inclusion have not significantly impacted the course of

Christian theological reflection in the last forty years.

The German theologian Johannes–Baptist Metz is one Christian scholar who

acknowledged the overall theological implications of the recent documents

from the Christian churches on the understanding of the Christian–Jewish rela-

tionship. Metz has insisted that these implications go far beyond the parameters

of the Christian–Jewish dialogue. Especially after the Holocaust, Metz insists,

they involve a ‘revision of Christian theology itself’.7 Yet we have seen little

impact from these documents thus far on theology as such. One looks in vain

for citations to Nostra Aetate and subsequent papal/Vatican documents on

Christian–Jewish relations or to the major parallel Protestant statements in

books or documents reflecting on Christian theological identity outside the

context of the dialogue with Jews. Yet, historically, Christian identity, including

in particular Christological affirmation, has been rooted in the notion of the

Church as the replacement for the Jewish People in the covenantal relationship

with God.

Jewish participants in the dialogue with Christians have sometimes noted

the above reality with dismay. They are right in expressing their concern. Do

these declarations on the Church’s relationship with the Jewish People have rel-

evance only when Christians are actually speaking with Jews? Or are they

brought into the picture when Christians are conversing among themselves in

terms of theological identity. Only if we begin to see a development of the latter

can we say that there has been genuine reception of Nostra Aetate and the
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Protestant declarations within the Christian community.

Let me cite two examples where I have seen a failure to understand the pro-

found implications of Nostra Aetate and similar Protestant statements. The first

was in the process leading up to the international ecumenical gathering held at

Santiago de Compostela, Spain, several years ago. In the preparatory drafts of

the major statement to be issued from that gathering the vision of Christian

self–identity was dangerously close to displacement theology. Yet little objection

was initially raised to this perspective either by Protestant or Catholic church

leaders involved with the process until some of us connected with

Christian–Jewish dialogue raised a fuss. Eventually the final document was

altered to back away from the displacement theme. But I cannot say the final

document fully embodied the full implications of the recent Christian state-

ments on the Church's relationship to the Jewish people. For me this experience

continued to illustrate how far we still are from integrating the recent docu-

ments on Christian–Jewish relations into mainstream Christian theological

thinking.

A second example occurred during the October 1997 meeting at the Vatican

on the Church and anti–Judaism. I was one of three American scholars partici-

pating in this meeting, part of the Vatican's preparation for the new millenium

and specifically for the anticipated papal apology for antisemitism which took

place on the first Sunday of Lent, 2000, and shortly thereafter during the papal

visit to Jerusalem. Throughout the meeting I was often dismayed at the lack of

acquaintance with the theological vision of Nostra Aetate displayed by some of

the participants, including high curial officials. One bishop argued that the pri-

mary purpose of the Jewish People from a religious perspective was to teach

Christians how to suffer. This gathering further convinced me that much work

remains if the profound implications of chapter four of Nostra Aetate are to be

realised within Catholicism and lead to the about–face in Christian theology

that Gregory Baum saw them as inaugurating.

Nostra Aetate and the concomitant Protestant documents have given rise to

several attempts by theologians to restate the basic understanding of

Christianity's relationship to Judaism. I have summarised these theological

developments in a number of my own writings.8 They include: (1) an apprecia-

tion that the Jewish covenant remains valid after the coming of Christ; (2)

Christianity is not automatically superior to Judaism, nor is it the simple ful-

fillment of Judaism as traditionally claimed; (3) the Sinai covenant is, in princi-

ple, as crucial to Christian faith expression as is the covenant in Christ. There
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was no ‘Old Testament’ for Jesus and there should not be for us; and (4)

Christianity needs to reincorporate dimensions from its original Jewish matrix

in a central way in its contemporary faith expression.

I realise that most, if not all of these assertions, may appear controversial to

many. But I believe they are demanded by the revolution in theological thinking

about the Christian–Jewish relationship represented by chapter four of Nostra

Aetate and its companion documents from the Protestant churches. To repeat

the point made by Metz, the new theological understanding of the

Jewish–Christian relations affects the basic face of Christian theology. That it

may also do so with respect to Jewish theological self–understanding is some-

thing upon which Jewish scholars need to reflect. Some have begun that process

as the recent Jewish statement on Christianity Dabru Emet and its accompanying

theological volume have shown.9

As some Christian theologians moved to reexamine Christianity’s theologi-

cal understanding of Judaism just prior to and following Vatican II, they tended

to focus on Paul’s reflections on the post–Easter Jewish–Christian relationship

which he articulated in Romans 9–11. These chapters, as was already indicated,

served as the basis for Vatican II’s approach to the Jewish–Christian issue. And

they have been central to Protestant re–evaluations as well, including the recent

statement from the Leuenberg Fellowship of Reformation Churches in Europe.

The first generation of Christian scholars dealing with this issue saw a basis

in these Pauline chapters’ assertion that God remains faithful to the original

people of the covenant for their pioneering efforts to rethink the meaning of

Christology, at least in terms of the insistence that ‘newness’ in Christ cannot be

stated in a manner that relegates Jews to covenantal removal. Some of these pio-

neering scholars, after considerable reflection, were forced to conclude that it is

not possible for the Church to go beyond saying what Paul himself said, i.e., that

reconciliation between an assertion of redemptive ‘newness’ in Christ and the

concomitant affirmation of the continued participation of the Jewish People in

the ongoing covenant remains a ‘mystery’ presently understandable to God.

Only at the end time might we come to see the lack of contradiction in these

twin theological statements. Associated with this line of thought were scholars

such as Kurt Hruby, Jacques Maritain and Jean Danielou. This was also the per-

spective of Cardinal Augustine Bea who initially was suspicious of such new the-

ological thinking about the Christian–Jewish relationship,10 but eventually

came to play a central role in Vatican II’s approval of Nostra Aetate and organised

the initial implementation of the statement immediately following the close of
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the Council.

These early attempts to eradicate a Christology rooted in Jewish covenan-

tal displacement continued to insist on a central role for Christ in all human

salvation as well as on a fulfillment dimension in Jesus’ Incarnation and

Resurrection. No effort was made to erase the apparent contradiction

between the affirmation of Jewish covenantal continuity and fulfillment in

Christ. Rather these scholars argued for a dual proclamation of Jewish

covenantal inclusion and salvific fulfillment in Christ as integral to Christian

faith expression.

In these scholars’ perspective God remains Sovereign both of Jews and

Christians. Therein is to be found the basis for the reconciliation of these two

seemingly contradictory assertions. As we shall see subsequently, this tension is

far from overcome even in more recent theological attempts at stating the the-

ology of the Christian–Jewish relationship from the side of the Church.

Scripture scholars in particular have played a major role in the process of

revising Christianity's theological approach to Judaism. We are in the midst of a

genuine revolution in New Testament and early Christian scholarship, as well as

parallel scholarship on the Judaism, or as some scholars such as Jacob Neusner

would prefer it, the ‘Judaisms’ of the time. Within Christian biblical scholarship

the dominance of the ‘Religionsgeschite’ approach, found in Rudolf Bultmann

especially but also some of his disciples such as Ernst Kasemann and Helmut

Kosester, has significantly receded. This exegetical framework seriously under-

cut any notion of Jesus' concrete ties to, and dependence upon, biblical and

Second Temple Judaism. This in turn tended to produce an excessively univer-

salistic interpretation of Jesus' message which harbored the seeds of theological

anti–Judaism and reinforced the traditional supersessionist interpretation of

the Christian–Jewish relationship.

There have been a number of leading biblical scholars, some with a contin-

uing transcontinental influence, who have contributed to the removal of

Judaism from the heart of the Christian faith, an image that has been central to

Pope John Paul II’s numerous writings on Christianity and Judaism.11 One of the

most prominent has been Gerhard Kittel, the original editor of the widely used

Theological Dictionary of The New Testament.12 Kittel viewed postbiblical Jews as

forming a community in dispersion. ‘Authentic Judaism’, he wrote, ‘abides by

the symbol of the stranger wandering restless and homeless on the face of the

earth’.13 And the prominent exegete Martin Noth, whose History of Israel became

a standard reference for students and professors alike, spoke of Israel as a strict-
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ly ‘religious community’ which experienced a slow, agonizing death in the first

century C.E. Noth argues that Jewish history reached its culmination in the

arrival of Jesus:

Jesus himself no longer formed part of the history of Israel. In him the

history of Israel had come, rather, to its real end. What did belong to

the history of Israel was the process of his rejection and condemnation

by the Jerusalem religious community.14

After this condemnation the history of Israel moved quickly to its end.

The implication of Noth’s perspective is that the Jewish People and its tra-

dition no longer have a role to play in the Church’s theological understanding

of Jesus’ ministry. Such a view has not altogether disappeared in Christianity,

even if redefined within a wider global context. Prominent Asian Christian the-

ologian S. Wesley Ariarajah who worked for many years in the interreligious

office of the World Council of Churches recently termed the effort to return

Jesus to his Jewish context in such documents as A Sacred Obligation15 a ‘futile

attempt’ in terms of creating Christian faith expression in a non–European con-

text. He acknowledges Jesus’ connections with the Jewish community of his day.

But these carry no theological significance today for Ariarajah.  He feels much

closer to the Eastern religions in terms of Christian theology.16

Now I do not wish to suggest that Noth and Ariarajah are exactly in the

same place on the Jewish question in terms of Christian theology. Noth regard-

ed Judaism as spiritually dead after the coming of Christ. Ariarajah continues to

view Judaism as a authentic religion, but of no significant consequence for

understanding Christian faith, particularly in a non–European context. But in

one sense there exists a similarity. Neither sees the Jewishness  of Jesus as theo-

logically significant for the interpretation of his message today. I find this per-

spective quite troubling. While I strongly support the contextualisation of

Christian theology in differing cultural settings, understanding the Jewish con-

text of Jesus remains indispensable for an accurate understanding of his basic

teachings. This point has been strongly emphasised by scholars such as James

Charlesworth and Cardinal Carlo Martini, SJ, the retired Archbishop of Milan, a

prominent biblical scholar in his own right. Cardinal Martini has written that

‘Without a sincere feeling for the Jewish world, and a direct experience of it, one

cannot fully understand Christianity. Jesus is fully Jewish, the apostles are

Jewish, and one cannot doubt their attachment to the tradition of their forefa-
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thers’.17 And the 1985 Vatican Notes on preaching and teaching about Jews and

Judaism declares that ‘Jesus was and always remained a Jew. . . . Jesus is fully a

man of his time, and his environment—the Jewish Palestinian one of the 1st cen-

tury, the anxieties and hope of which he shared.’18 Fortunately, not all Asian 

theologians share Ariarajah’s perspective. The prominent

Vietnamese–American scholar Peter Phan has been outspoken in terms of the

Jewish context of Jesus’ message. He is in fact one of the signatories of the state-

ment A Sacred Obligation. Scholars such as Phan, while trying to integrate Christ

and his message into Asian cultural traditions understand that such integration

cannot authentically take place without an effort to understand the original

message of the New Testament. And such understanding is impossible without

a deep grasp of Jewish religious thought in the time of Jesus and the period of

the New Testament’s composition.

Another example of a biblical scholar whose writings helped to undercut

Jesus’ ties to Judaism is Rudolf Bultmann. He has exercised a decisive influence

over Christian biblical interpretation for many years. In recent years this influ-

ence has begun to wane. Arthur Droge has spoken of a recent liberation of bib-

lical scholarship from the Bultmannian captivity on the question of Jesus and

Judaism.

For Bultmann a Jewish People cannot be said to exist with the onset of

Christianity. In his perspective Jewish religious expression removed God to a dis-

tant realm. In contrast, the continued presence of Christ in prayer and worship

enabled each individual Christian to come ever closer to God. Again, Bultmann’s

viewpoint stands contrary to the position of a growing number of contemporary

biblical scholars and church documents which depict Jesus and his disciples as

profoundly intertwined in their fundamental religious outlook with the

Judaism of the time. 

There is little question that the dominant exegetical approach during most

of the twentieth century continued to sustain the classical covenantal displace-

ment theology with respect to Judaism. It is only in the latter part of the twen-

tieth century and into the present century that scholars such as James

Charlesworth, W. D. Davies, E. P. Sanders, Douglas Hare, Daniel Harrington,

Clemens Thomas and Robin Scroggs, to name but a few, have moved New

Testament interpretation in directions opposite to that advanced by the likes of

Bultmann and Kittel. This new exegesis is gradually forcing theologians to

rethink significantly the theology of the Christian–Jewish relationship, redi-

recting it away from the long dominant supercessionist approach towards an
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emphasis on a continuing interrelationship rooted in the afirmation of contin-

ued Jewish covenantal inclusion after the Christ Event.

One church document that takes this new exegesis as a starting point for its

theological reflections on the Christian–Jewish relationship comes from the

Leuenberg Church Fellowship, an association of the Reformation churches in

Europe. Its 2001 document Church And Israel, published both in English and

German, argues that the interrelationship between the Church and Israel is not

a marginal issue for Christianity. Rather it represents a central dimension of

ecclesiology. The relationship with Israel is seen in this document as an indis-

pensable foundation of Christian faith. The Church is required to reflect on its

relationship with Judaism because of its profound linkage to the Jewish com-

munity in its beginnings. ‘The biblical texts referring to these beginnings’,

according to this document, ‘do not only speak of the historical origin of the

Church and thus of the historical relation with Israel; they also form the start-

ing point and critical point of reference (fons et iudex) for all theological reflec-

tion.19

This recent biblical scholarship coupled with official church teaching is

now saying that any portrayal of Jesus that separates him from the Judaism of

his time in the manner of Bultmann, Noth or even Ariarajah represents a trun-

cated and distorted presentation of his message and mission. It is ironic that, at

least in the case of Ariarajah, he would want to inculturate the gospel by

de–inculturating Jesus himself. Certainly it is legitimate to present the image of

Jesus through various cultural symbols and images. But Jesus the Jew is not one

among manifold ways of presenting Jesus. It forms the base for authentically

interpreting his fundamental message. Without maintenance of this funda-

mental understanding, efforts to translate the meaning of Jesus’ message into a

variety of cultures, a quite legitimate and necessary effort as I already said, will

likely eviscerate an important dimension of this message.

One of the best summaries of where we are today in terms of Jesus’ rela-

tionship to the Judaism of his time and the implications it carries for under-

standing a theology of Christian–Jewish covenantal bonding can be found in the

writings of Robin Scroggs. His view was accepted by the late Cardinal Joseph

Bernardin of Chicago, a leader in promoting Jewish–Christian reconciliation.20

Scroggs emphasises the following points: (1) The movement begun by Jesus

and continued after his death in Palestine can best be described as a reform

movement within Judaism. Little or no evidence exists to suggest a separate

sense of identity within the emerging Christian community, (2) Paul understood
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his mission to the Gentiles as fundamentally a mission out of Judaism which

aimed at extending God's original and continuing call to the Jewish People to

the Gentiles. (3) Prior to the end of the Jewish war with the Romans in 70 C.E.,

it is difficult to speak of a separate Christian reality. Followers of Jesus did not

seem on the whole to understand themselves as part of a separate religion from

Judaism. A distinctive Christian identity only began to develop after the

Roman–Jewish war. And (4) the later parts of the New Testament do exhibit the

beginnings of a sense of separation between Church and synagogue, but they

also retain some sense of continuing contact with the Christian community’s

original Jewish matrix.21

While not every New Testament scholar may subscribe to each and every

point made by Scroggs, a consensus is definitely developing that the process of

church–synagogue separation was longer and more complex than we once

believed. Such a picture significantly challenges how most Christians have

understood the situation. They were raised, as I was raised, with the notion that

by the time Jesus died on Calvary the church was clearly established as a distinct

religious body apart from Judaism. This understanding was subsequently

expanded, especially by the Church Fathers, into what his known as the adver-

sos Judaeos tradition which had as a theological centerpiece the total displace-

ment of the Jewish People from the covenant.22 But more and more, thanks to

such scholars as Robin Scroggs, we are coming to see that many people in the

very early days of Christianity did not interpret the significance of the Jesus

movement as inaugurating a new, totally separate religious community that

would stand over against Judaism.

It does not appear that Jesus conveyed to his disciples and followers a clear

sense that he meant to create a new and distinct religious entity called the

Church that was to be totally independent of Judaism. This separate identity

only emerged gradually well after his death. And we now know through the

research of scholars such as Robert Wilken, Wayne Meeks, Alan Segal and

Anthony Saldarini that this development was of several centuries duration in a

number of areas of the Christian world.23 Evidence now exists for regular

Christian participation in Jewish worship , particularly in the East, during the

second and third centuries and, in a few places, until the fourth century.

The challenge now facing Christianity in light of this new research on the

origins of the Church is to ask whether the creation of a totally separated reli-

gious community was actually in the mind of Jesus himself. This is something

that Cardinal Martini has addressed. In some of his writings he has reintro-
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duced the idea of ‘schism’ into the discussion of the basic theological relation-

ship between Jews and Christians, a notion that first appeared in the early part

of the twentieth century. Martini applies the term ‘schism’ to the original sepa-

ration of the church and synagogue. For him the break between Jews and

Christians represents the fundamental schism, far more consequential in nega-

tive terms than the two subsequent ruptures within Christianity itself. In intro-

ducing the notion of schism Martini has interjected two important notions into

the conversation. For schism is  a reality that ideally should not have occurred

and which should be seen as a temporary situation rather than a permanent

reality. So schism, which had been used previously only in terms of the two

inter–Christian separations, implies a certain mandate to heal the rupture that

has ensued.

There is legitimate room for debate as to the appropriateness of the term

‘schism’ in reflecting on the nature of the Christian–Jewish theological rela-

tionship today. I myself do not think it will take us too far. But behind it lay the

strong conviction on Martini's part that we cannot forge a meaningful theolog-

ical self–identity within contemporary Christianity without a restoration of the

profoundly Jewish context of Jesus’ teaching. Clearly the Church will not return

to an understanding of itself as one among many Jewish groups. But, in light of

recent biblical scholarship, it will need to reassess how its self–identity is root-

ed in Judaism. This is the challenge that Ariarajah’s contention about the incon-

sequential nature of Judaism for Christian theological self–understanding pres-

ents today. Christian theology will have to respond in the coming years to this

challenge. Is Ariarajah correct or is someone such as Johannes–Baptist Metz cor-

rect? In a diametrically contrary way Metz has argued that ‘Christians can form

and sufficiently understand their identity only in the face of the Jews’.24 For

Metz such a vision involves a definite reintegration of Jewish history and Jewish

beliefs into Christian theological consciousness and statement. Jewish history is

not merely Christian pre–history. Rather it forms an integral, continuing part of

ecclesial history.

As biblical scholars and theologians have begun to probe the implications

of this new vision of Jesus as profoundly intertwined with the Jewish commu-

nity, two initial approaches have emerged in terms of understanding the theo-

logical relationship between the Church and the Jewish People in a new way in

terms of covenantal inclusion. Within each approach different nuances appear

as we move from scholar to scholar. Yet all affirm a central linkage between

Judaism and Christianity. We can generally characterise the two trends as ‘sin-
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gle covenant’ and ‘double covenant’ with a few scholars calling for an under-

standing of the Jewish–Christian relationship within a multi–covenant frame-

work.25

The ‘single covenant’ perspective sees Jews and Christians as basically unit-

ed within one covenantal tradition with its origins at Sinai. This one ongoing

covenant was in no way ruptured through the Christ Event. Rather the coming

of Christ represented the decisive moment when the Gentiles were able to enter

fully into the special relationship with God already enjoyed by Jews, a relation-

ship they continue to maintain. Some scholars opting for this approach argue

that the decisive features of the Christ Event do impact all people, including

Jews, but not in a way that results in the breaking of already existing Jewish

covenantal ties. Others would have the Christian appropriation and reinterpre-

tation of the original covenantal tradition in and through Jesus apply primarily

to non–Jews. This would seem to be the argument that Cardinal Walter Kasper

has made in a number of addresses and articles over the past several years.

Kasper would argue that Jews represent an altogether special case in the histo-

ry of salvation from the Christian perspective. This view has also been expressed

by Cardinal Kasper’s colleague at the Vatican, Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald,

who headed the office for relations with peoples of other faiths except for the

Jews. This was essentially a viewpoint shared by Pope John Paul II as well. One

major Protestant theologian who took the single covenantal perspective in his

writings was the late Paul van Buren, although towards the end of his career he

seemed to be moving back towards a more classical outlook rooted in the

thought of his mentor Karl Barth.26

I see several problems with the single covenant approach. In the first

instance it is highly dependent on a linear understanding of the

Jewish–Christian relationship. Even when that linear notion has been expressed

in fairly positive terms (‘mother–daughter’ or ‘elder brother–younger brother’)

it can still mask a certain form of theological fulfillment in Christianity that

renders Judaism a second class religion. I fear that such an attitude lies behind

Cardinal Avery Dulles’s assertion that there are not two independent covenants

for Jews and Christians. Dulles insists that Jews are not saved through the Sinai

covenant alone but only through the completion of the one covenant through

Christ’s death and resurrection.27

The linear thrust of single covenant perspective appears increasingly prob-

lematical in light of new scholarship. An increasing number of scholars today,

Daniel Boyarin for one, are emphasizing what Boyarin terms the ‘co–emergence’
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of Judaism and Christianity today from within a common religious revolution

in Second Temple Judaism. While the parallel understanding would still pre-

serve a common Jewish/Christian core, it tends to stress their distinctive respons-

es to the fundamental covenantal relationship. Such an outlook renders any

simple notion of a single covenant, especially in terms of theological fulfill-

ment, increasingly difficult to sustain. Yet I believe that Boyarin and others have

made a strong case for their parallel approach.28

The ‘double covenant’ theory begins at more or less the same starting point

as its single covenant counterpart. Jews and Christians continue to remain bond-

ed despite their somewhat distinctive appropriation of the original covenantal

tradition. But it prefers to highlight the distinctiveness of the two communities

and their traditions particularly in terms of their experiences after the final sep-

aration of the church and synagogue. I have personally favored this view over

the years though it certainly needs qualification.

Christians associated with this perspective insist on maintaining the view

that through the ministry, teachings, and person of Jesus a vision of God

emerged that was distinctively new in terms of some central features. Even

though there may well have been important groundwork laid for this emer-

gence in Second Temple or Middle Judaism, what came to be understood regard-

ing the divine–human relationship, and hence ultimately covenantal relation-

ship, through the Christ Event has to be seen as distinctive.29

An important example of the double covenant approach can be found in the

writings of the German theologian Franz Mussner.30 Mussner highlights Jesus’

deep, positive links to the Jewish tradition of his day. He likewise rejects any

interpretation of the Christ Event over against Judaism in terms of Jesus’ fulfill-

ment of biblical messianic prophecies. Rather, for Mussner, the uniqueness of

the Christ Event arises from the complete identity of the work of Jesus, as well

as his words and actions, with the work of God. As a result of the revelatory

vision in Christ, the New Testament is able to speak about God with an anthro-

pomorphic boldness not found to the same extent within the biblical or post-

biblical tradition of Judaism.

In answer to the question of what the disciples finally experienced through

their close association with Jesus, Mussner speaks of ‘a unity of action extend-

ing to the point of congruence of Jesus with God, an unheard of existential imi-

tation of God by Jesus’.31 But this imitation, Mussner insists, is in keeping with

Jewish thinking, a contention that many Jewish scholars would certainly chal-

lenge, though Elliot Wolfson has argued that the rabbinic corpus does reveal
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some evidence of a modified incarnational theology.32 For Mussner, the unique-

ness of Jesus arises from the depth of his imitation of God. So the most distinc-

tive feature of Christianity for Mussner when contrasted with Judaism is the

notion of Incarnation rather than the fulfillment of messianic prophecies. And

even this Christian particularity, he insists, represents an outgrowth of a sensi-

bility profoundly Jewish at its core.

I myself have argued in somewhat the same vein as Mussner. I do believe

that the distinctive identity of Christianity vis–à–vis Judaism primarily resides

in the notion of the Incarnation. And, with Mussner, I see some Jewish roots for

this notion in the growing sense of God’s proximity to humanity that Ellis

Rivkin has argued represents the core of Pharisaism, the Jewish movement

which in the words of the 1985 Vatican Notes on Jewish–Christian relations Jesus

stood closest to with regard to a basic religious worldview.

At this point there is need to note another aspect of the ongoing relation-

ship between the Church and the Jewish People within the framework of

covenantal theology. Metz has made it and so have I. The consideration of a the-

ology of the covenant cannot be oblivious to the contemporary problem of God,

especially in light of the Holocaust. Irving Greenberg, for example, has main-

tained that the covenant now becomes voluntary in the shadow of Auschwitz.

Any covenantal theology must grapple with the issue of what kind of under-

standing of God can sustain a covenantal theology today. We cannot glibly

endorse biblical or classical theological categories in this regard without con-

fronting this central question.33

In recent years it has become evident that neither the single nor double

covenantal perspectives adequately address all the important issues, at least

from the Christian side. Clearly we cannot forge a new covenantal theology in

terms of the Christian–Jewish nexus without explicitly taking up the

Christological question. This is certainly behind the affirmation in the ecu-

menical statement A Sacred Obligation referenced earlier which underlines that

‘Affirming God’s Enduring Covenant with the Jewish People has consequences

for Christian understandings of salvation.’ The accompanying paragraph spells

out further the challenge facing the Church regarding Christology:

Christians meet God’s saving power in the person of Jesus Christ and

believe that this power is available to all people in him. Christians have

therefore taught for centuries that salvation is available only through

Jesus Christ. With their recent realization that God’s covenant with the
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Jewish people is eternal, Christians can now recognize in the Jewish tra-

dition the redemptive power of God at work. If Jews, who do not share

our faith in Christ, are in a saving covenant with God, then Christians

need new ways of understanding the universal significance of Christ.34

Now that we have come to understand that the theology which interpreted

the Christ Event as the fulfillment of Judaism and the inauguration, in Jesus’

own lifetime, of a new religious community to replace the ‘old Israel’ no longer

meets the test of historical accuracy, we need to find new ways on expressing

Christological distinctiveness that acknowledges at the same time the ongoing

participation of Jews in the salvific covenant.

Because Christology stands at the very nerve center of Christian faith,

re–evaluation of Christological affirmations cannot be undertaken superficial-

ly. There is a trend found in some sectors of Christianity, especially among those

most open to general interreligious understanding, that the Christ Event is only

one of several authentic revelations with no particular universal aspect. Such a

starting point is not acceptable to myself nor to many people who have cham-

pioned a significant rethinking of the Church’s theology of the Jewish People

such as Cardinal Walter Kasper or the biblical scholars and theologians associ-

ated with A Sacred Obligation. We must maintain from the Christian side some

understanding that the Christ Event carries universal significance.

As I have expressed earlier in this chapter, for me Incarnational Christology

holds out the best possibility for preserving such universalistic dimensions of

the Christ Event while opening up authentic theological space for Judaism (as

the late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin of Chicago put it).35 Cardinal Walter Kasper

has insisted in several essays since he assumed the role of President of the Holy

See’s Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews that in any reconsidera-

tion of our understanding of Christology as a result of new biblical scholarship

and official church documents some understanding of Christ’s mission as uni-

versal needs to be retained. I support Cardinal Kasper in this afirmation.

An important contribution to the Church’s ongoing reinterpretation of the

meaning of the Christ Event, in light of its new understanding of covenantal the-

ology, appears in a document issued by the Pontifical Biblical Commisison in

2001. The document carries a supportive introduction by Cardinal Joseph

Ratzinger under whose jurisdiction the Commission falls. Released without

much fanfare, this new document opens up several new possibilities in terms of

expressing the significance of the Christ Event while leaving theological space
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for Judaism.36

The Pontifical Biblical Commission document, despite some significant lim-

itations in the way it portrays postbiblical Judaism, makes an important contri-

bution to the development of a new constructive Christological understanding

in the context of Jewish covenantal inclusion. Picking up on Nostra Aetate’s asser-

tion that Jews remain in the ongoing covenant after the Christ Event, the docu-

ment includes two statements that are particularly relevant for any discussion

of Christology.

The first assertion is that Jewish messianic hopes are not in vain. This is cou-

pled with a recognition that Jewish readings of the Hebrew Scriptures in terms

of understanding human redemption represent an authentic interpretation of

these texts. Here we have the seeds of what appears to be a recognition of a dis-

tinct salvific path for the Jewish People as a theological principle. In this con-

nection Cardinal Kasper has said that ‘if they (i.e. the Jews) follow their own con-

science and believe in God's promises as they understand them in their religious

tradition they are in line with God’s plan.’37

The second affirmation within the Pontifical Biblical Commission docu-

ment with special significance for Christology is that when the Jewish Messiah

appears he will have some of the same traits as Christ. Though this statement is

rather oblique in its formulation and probably would not elicit strong applause

from Jewish scholars, its importance for covenantal theology lies in the opening

it provides for authentic messianic understanding within Judaism that is not

totally dependent on Christianity’s use of the Christ symbol for such under-

standing, It likewise retains some sense of a profound link between the two mes-

sianic visions, reaffirming the theological bonding between Jews and Christians

that Pope John Paul II has made so central in his many writings on the subject.38

The Pontifical Biblical Commission document is a study rooted in biblical

exegesis, not a work of systematic theology which lies outside of the commis-

sion's mandate. Hence the commission did not draw out the full theological

implications of the above statements. But these affirmations certainly can pro-

vide building blocks for developing such implications. They provide space for

exploring whether the Church can speak about the universal significance of the

Christ Event in a way that allows for its articulation through religious symbols

not directly connected with Christology, such as Jewish religious symbols. This

might in fact prove the most fruitful way of developing a Christology that

remains open to covenantal pluralism, particularly with respect to the Jews who

are acknowledged to have authentic revelation from the Christian theological
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perspective as Cardinal Walter Kasper has underscored in a number of recent

essays.39

Some may say that the above approach is nothing more than the ‘anony-

mous Christian’ notion put forth by the renowned German theologian Karl

Rahner who profoundly shaped the theology of Vatican II. I do not believe this

to be the case. It is suggesting rather an understanding that the process of

human salvation revealed in the Christ Event goes beyond its articulation with-

in the Church through symbols associated with the Christ Event. Hence Jews,

and perhaps some other religious people, do not have to apprehend it directly

through Christological symbolism. It suggests that while the salvific reality

behind the Christ symbolism is indeed universal, the specific symbolism associ-

ated with this salvific reality within the churches may be more limited in scope

than the actual reality. 

The above perspective, in my judgment, goes considerably beyond what

Rahner proposed under the rubric of ‘anonymous Christian,’ where the Christ

Event remained the dominant religious symbolism. This proposal certainly

remains in the realm of a hypothesis. And clearly it is a hypothesis that prima-

rily aims at helping Christians come to a new self–understanding in light of

recent biblical scholarship and magisterial pronouncements regarding the

Christian–Jewish relationship. This approach would follow the direction sug-

gested by Luke Timothy Johnson.40 It would be a way of helping Christians think

about themselves with reference to Jews, rather than focusing on a theology of

Judaism and the Jewish People from the Church’s perspective. While, unlike

Johnson, I believe both avenues of reflection need to be pursued, he is correct in

claiming that a certain priority should be given to Christian self–understanding.

It is also true to say, and Christians need to recognise this, that Jews and other

religious communities may not feel any necessity for theological confirmation

of their faith perspective from the churches.

Benedict XVI, while still a Cardinal, entered this discussion. Besides giving

overall approval to the Pontifical Biblical Commission document (though he

does not specifically reference the two key passages in the text), he addressed

the issue of the covenantal relationship between the Church and the Jewish

People from a theological perspective in his own writings. It would appear that

he would exempt Jews from the framework presented in Dominus Iesus, the con-

troversial document issued by his doctrinal commission. Cardinal Walter

Kasper, in commenting on the question of Jews and Dominus Iejus, cites

Ratzinger’s statement that Jews are an altogether special case in terms of their
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relationship with the Church. Ratzinger describes Judaism as the foundation of

Christian faith, a perspective which Kasper takes to mean Dominus Iesus is not

applicable to the Jews.41

According to Ratzinger, the Jewish community would move to final salva-

tion through obedience to its revealed covenantal tradition. But at the end time,

Christ’s Second Coming would confirm their ultimate salvation. It is not clear

whether Cardinal Ratzinger would require explicit recognition of Christ as the

Messiah from Jews as a condition for their salvific confirmation. In my judg-

ment this ‘delayed’ messianism of the Christ Event in terms of the Jewish People

is not as fruitful a starting point for rethinking Christological understanding

today as is the direction found in the Pontifical Biblical Commission document.

It would be interesting whether Benedict XVI would wish to adapt his position

in light of the recent Pontifical Biblical Commission document.

We are thus at a very early stage in the process of rethinking Christology

and its impact on a theological understanding of covenant in terms of the

Christian–Jewish relationship. As Christians, we may never come to a point

where our Christological affirmations will lead us into a theology of religious

pluralism that squares totally with the basic faith affirmations of Judaism or

other world religions. But I believe we have a continuing obligation to pursue

this issue since in our globalised world interreligious understanding is not

merely confined to the realm of theological ideas but directly impacts people’s

life together in community. A shift seems to be emerging at present within

Christian theology towards a form of double covenant but with continued

Jewish–Christian bonding, a shift that has produced strong disagreement from

the likes of a Cardinal Avery Dulles. But church leaders who have spoken to this

question such as Cardinals Kasper and Ratzinger need to develop a much fuller

synthesis of their perspectives which at the moment represent only fragments

of meaning. This also holds true for scholars who have been reimaging the

Christian–Jewish relationship in terms of ‘siblings’ or ‘fraternal twins’, images

that seem rooted in the more parallel framework suggested by Daniel Boyarin in

his co–emergence project. These images suggest both Boyarin and distinctive-

ness need to be drawn out further.

Thus far I have considered only the first two assertions introduced at the

outset of this essay. To round off my discussion, I would now like to focus on the

remaining two and add a third. They are the role of the Old Testament or

Hebrew Scriptures in forging Christian theological self–identity and the neces-

sity of a Jewish matrix for fully comprehending Christian teaching plus the very
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controversial issue of Christian mission to the Jews.

Some years I ago I become involved in a debate regarding the name

Christians ought to use for the first part of our Bible. I felt Hebrew Scriptures

was a more appropriate term than Old Testament. But the name itself is not the

key issue. It is rather how we use this biblical resource in terms of Christian the-

ological self–identity. This discussion has gone for more than a decade with no

clear resolution.42 It surfaced again on the Jewish side with the appearance of

Dabru Emet, the Jewish statement on Christianity, which asserted that Jews and

Christians take authority from the same book. This statement occasioned both

harsh and more sober criticism from scholars such as Jon Levinson and David

Berger. As a result, A Sacred Obligation moderated its statement somewhat, saying

that ‘The Bible Both Connects and Separates Jews and Christians.’

Clearly in the past the Hebrew Scriptures were not generally valued very

highly as a resource for Christian self–identity. The most extreme anti–Hebrew

Scriptures viewpoint was association with the ancient Christian writer Marcion

who urged their total elimination from the Christian version of the Bible. There

are some exceptions to this trend, such as in the Calvinist tradition, but not

many. Overall Christians used the Hebrew Scriptures as foil or merely prelude

for the New Testament. There even develop a strong sense that one could find

glimpses of Christian revelation, including Christ and Mary, in these books.

While it is not possible to elaborate on this issue in this essay, it must be said

that any Christian covenantal theology in terms of the Church’s relationship

with the Jewish People will need seriously to reconsider the place of the Hebrew

Scriptures. Many years ago the late A. Roy Eckardt, a pioneer in reinterpreting

the Christian theological tradition in terms of Judaism, wrote that the covenant

forged at Sinai is in principal no less important than the covenant renewed

through Jesus Christ.43 I have always regarded Eckardt as fundamentally correct

on this point. The Hebrew Scriptures cannot serve merely as foil or even prelude

for Christian self–understanding. They were not that for Jesus for whom they

clearly served as a framework for his religious outlook. Whether we would want

to regard them as absolutely ‘coequal’ in defining Christian theological identity

is open to discussion. But if Jews remain part of the ongoing covenant after the

Christ Event and if they remain bonded with Christians then logically their

sacred books, as well as their interpretations of these books, become an unde-

niable resource for Christian theology. Yet rarely do they serve this function even

today.

Reincorporating the Hebrew Scriptures as a primal resource for Christian
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theology will not come easy because of the history of their use. But it is sim-

plistic to assert that Christians do not really rely on the Hebrew Scriptures

because they have used them in quite different ways. Historically that is true.

But the historic turnabout within mainline Christianity on the inclusion of Jews

in the covenant after the Christ Event that has occurred over the past forty years

forces upon Christians a basic re–evaluation of their role in formulating

Christian doctrine.

One cautionary note needs to be sounded here. There is some danger that

Judaism as a theological resource for Christianity will become solely and exclu-

sively identified with the Hebrew Scriptures. The Judaism of Jesus’ time was

already postbiblical and we need to come to understand its perspectives if we are

accurately to interpret Jesus’ teachings. Scholars such as Cardinals Ratzinger

and Kasper seem to fall into this trap. We shall have to ask not only how the

Hebrew Scriptures function as a continuing theological resource for

Christianity but how postbiblical Jewish thinking ought to impact on Christian

thinking. The 1985 Vatican Notes do emphasise the importance of Christians

coming to know postbiblical Jewish thought, but seem to imply that this is

merely so that we better understand contemporary Judaism. While that is cor-

rect, it is also important that we begin to appreciate that, given Jewish–Christian

covenantal bonding, present–day Jewish interpretations of Scripture and tradi-

tion should impinge not only on overall Christian doctrine but also on specific

religious and ethical issues.

Regarding the reincorporation of Christianity into its original Jewish matrix

much that has already been said in this essay covers this theme. I would only

repeat here a point that we already saw in the writings of Johannes Baptist Metz,

but this time in the words of Cardinal Walter Kasper—’Christianity therefore

cannot be defined without reference to biblical Israel and to Judaism.’44 This

means that an understanding of Judaism is integral to an authentic interpreta-

tion of Christian doctrine as such, not merely for a theology of Christian–Jewish

relations. And as I have underscored in several of my own writings, and as

Cardinal Kasper has emphasised as well, Jesus’ sense of ethics, ecclesiology and

spirituality was profoundly conditioned by his Jewish religious background.45

There is simply no way to comprehend his vision in these critical areas without

a deep grounding in Judaism.

Finally, let me briefly take up the issue of mission. This is certainly one of

the most difficult issues in the contemporary Jewish–Christian dialogue. The

proposed rejection of any notion of mission to the Jews in documents such A
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Sacred Obligation and Reflections on Covenant and Mission has encountered strong

opposition in sectors of Christianity. The Southern Baptists attacked these doc-

uments as well as the Pontifical Biblical Commission document on Jews and the

Hebrew Scriptures in the New Testament. Cardinal Avery Dulles took strong

exception to Reflections On Covenant And Mission on this point.

The issue of mission to the Jews has been a contested issue within

Protestantism for sometime. A major Evangelical Christian statement issued

from an international conference in Bermuda reiterated a Christian mandate to

convert Jews. Within Catholicism where the concrete effort to convert Jews has

never been quite as strong as within Protestantism the issue was pretty much

kept under wraps since the time of the Council as I emphasised in an address to

an international conference held at Cambridge University in 2001.46 But in the

same address I stressed that the issue might surface at any moment within

Catholicism. It remained in my view a central, unresolved question in the

Christian–Jewish dialogue. A Catholic lay scholar Tomasso Federici spoke to it in

a paper delivered at the 1978 Vatican–Jewish International Dialogue held in

Venice. In that paper Professor Federici called for the formal termination of any

Catholic mission to the Jews on the grounds that the Jews, in light of Nostra

Aetate, were now recognised as standing within the divine covenantal frame-

work and as possessing authentic revelation from the Christian theological per-

spective. These same points have been used by Cardinal Kasper to argue as well

against any organised effort to convert Jews within Catholicism. Federici’s paper

was subsequently altered in its final form, to read that ‘undue’ proselytizing of

Jews is to be avoided. And Kasper has not further developed his thinking on the

matter.47 Reflections On Covenant and Mission represents in fact an effort to devel-

op further the ideas Kasper has put forth on mission to the Jews, something he

himself urged in in talks at Sacred Heart University and at Boston College.48

Certainly there is no easy resolution of the issue of mission to the Jews.

Mission has been at the heart of Christian self–understanding. To renounce it

for the Jews is to touch the very nerve center of the Christian faith. Some

Christians have argued that it represents a failure to love Jews because there is

no greater love a Christian can offer anyone than the love made present in the

life of Jesus. Certainly we must leave open the possibility of individual conver-

sion in either direction—Jew to Christian or Christian to Jew. But as a theologi-

cal principle I would support Cardinal Kasper’s argument that the Church has

no formal obligation to espouse the conversion of the Jews to Christianity

through organised missionary efforts. I recognise that this affirmation can open
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a pandora's box in terms of mission and other world religions. That is something

we need to continue discussing. But for the moment the best we can say is what

A Sacred Obligation stated in its point #7: ‘Christians should not target Jews for

Conversion.’ The document then adds that ‘In view of our conviction that Jews

are in an eternal covenant with God, we renounce missionary efforts directed at

converting Jews. At the same time, we welcome opportunities for Jews and

Christians to bear witness to their respective experiences of God’s saving ways.

Neither can properly claim to possess knowledge of God entirely or exclusively.’

In light of the above discussion the viewpoint of Gregory Baum cited at the

beginning of this essay is definitely confirmed. Nostra Aetate, in restoring Jews to

the divine covenant from a Christian theological perspective, opened a radical

rethinking of Christian faith identity. Over forty years, the major dimensions of

this fundamental redefinition have begun to unfold as scholarly research leads

to institutional restatement. But clearly a backlash has arisen in some quarters

of Christianity.49 How quickly this process will continue in the coming years, if

it continues at all, remains an open question.
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