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In this issue: An article on reconciliation in Jewish/Christian relations, written by Paddy Monaghan from Ireland. What did Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI say about it?
Reconciliation in Jewish/Christian Relations - Pope John Paul’s Legacy


The primary thing Pope John Paul did in his papacy was to point us to the person of Jesus Christ. One vital part of his extraordinary legacy is the historic reconciliation he brought about in Jewish/Christian relations. Building on Pope John XXIII’s pioneering work, Pope John Paul was the first Pope after two thousand years to enter a Synagogue, in this way accomplishing an historic gesture of reparation and solidarity towards our “elder Brothers”. It is the Pope who pronounced the strongest words on the Holocaust and on the growing forms of anti-Semitism, as “sin against God and against man”. But, above all, it is this Pope who did the most for the "purification" of the Catholic teaching on Judaism and on the Jews. 


I will always remember the moment on the 26th March 2000 when, in a wonderful act of repentance and solidarity with the Jewish People, he placed a prayer of repentance in a crevice on the Western Wall of the Temple, in Jerusalem, the holiest site of the Jewish people. With the Pope’s permission the Israelis preserve this prayer today in the Holocaust Memorial Museum – Yad Vashem – in Jerusalem. This wonderful prayer reads as follows:

“God of our fathers, you chose Abraham and his descendants to bring your Name to the Nations; we are deeply saddened by the behaviour of those who, in the course of history, have caused these children of yours to suffer, and asking your forgiveness we wish to commit ourselves to genuine brotherhood with the people of the Covenant” 


In a major Apostolic Exhortation to the Catholic Churches of Europe in June 2003 entitled “Jesus Christ alive in His Church” Pope John Paul focused the Catholic Churches in Europe on the key priority of Evangelisation, the vital importance of Christian unity and appealed to all Catholics to begin seriously reading the Bible “to learn 'the surpassing knowledge of Jesus Christ' (Phil 3:8) In encouraging Catholics to build relationships with the Jewish people He then wrote this challenging section on the Jewish roots of our Christian Faith as follows:

“There is need for acknowledgment of the common roots linking Christianity and the Jewish people, who are called by God to a covenant which remains irrevocable (Rom 11:29) …. Consequently it is necessary to encourage dialogue with Judaism, knowing that it is fundamentally important for the self-knowledge of Christians and for the transcending of divisions between the Churches, and to work for the flowering of a new springtime in mutual relations”. The Pope went on to call for an acknowledgment of any part that Catholic Christians “have had in the growth and spread of antisemitism in history; forgiveness must be sought for this from God”. Finally he requested that “every effort be made to favour encounters of reconciliation and of friendship with the sons of Israel”. (Ecclesia in Europa 56)

Undoubtedly his childhood experiences in his home town of Wadowice, where Karol Wojtyla was born and lived until he was 18 years old, had an influence on him. Wadowice was a town of ten thousand inhabitants, of which three thousands were Jews. And they lived, Catholics and Jews, in a serene climate, without conflict. Karol lived in a house, whose proprietor, Balamut, was Jewish. Also Jewish was Ginka Beer, older by some years, who lived on the floor above, and who, was the first to bring him into the theater. Many of his friends from school were also Jewish, like Jerzy Kluger, a great friend throughout his life; and Zygmunt Selinger, Leopold Zwieg; and Poldek Goldberger, who played goalie, like Wojtyla, when they played soccer.    

However it was his experience of the Shoah, the Nazi Holocaust that had the most profound impact on him. The Pope recalled, in Crossing the Threshold of Hope: “Then came the Second World War, with its concentration camps and programmed extermination…. Whoever lived then in Poland, came … in contact with this reality.”     


In 1998 the Pope launched a document entitled: “We remember: a reflection on the Shoah”.   It acknowledged that “the history of relations between Jews and Christians is a tormented one” and the “erroneous and unjust interpretations of the New Testament regarding the Jewish people … have circulated for too long, engendering feelings of hostility”. The document appealed to Catholics “to renew the awareness of the Hebrew roots of their faith” and called on us to remember that Jesus was Jewish and that the “Church draws sustenance from the root of that good olive tree on to which have been grafted the wild olive branches of the Gentiles (Rom 11:17-24)”     

The document expresses Catholic Church repentance for “the failures of her sons and daughters in every age” and called for “a shared mutual respect, as befits those who adore the one Creator and Lord and have a common father in faith, Abraham.” In this Pope John Paul led by example when he publicly expressed repentance for such past sins on 12 March 2000 in St Peter's Basilica, and which he sealed on 26 March in Jerusalem at the Western Wall in Jerusalem.   

During Pope John Paul’s pontificate, the International Jewish/Catholic Liaison Committee – comprising of Jewish Rabbis and Catholic Theologians from around the world - has met 12 times the latest in 2004. Among his other notable achievements was the Fundamental Agreement between Israel and the Vatican in 1993 in which the Vatican formally recognised the State of Israel and exchanged ambassadors    

In Ireland taking up the Popes encouragement to build Jewish/Christian friendships, Catholic Christians linking with other Christians have set up the Ireland Peace & Reconciliation Forest south of Jerusalem with the endorsement of the 4 main Churches in Ireland.  We also host an annual Jewish/Christian Celebration in Dublin (next one on the 17th May).    


Father God we thank you for the wonderful legacy of Pope John Paul, help us by your Holy Spirit as Catholics to indeed understand the Jewish roots of our faith.  May your will be done in the election of Pope John Paul’s successor and in our Church in Jesus name. Amen

Paddy Monaghan  - (Article published in Irish Catholic, Thursday 7th April 2005)
----------------------------------
Pope Benedict XVI continues the work of pope John Paul II. May 20th, Paddy Monaghan reported: "Pope Benedict plans to visit the synagogue in Cologne during his trip to celebrate World Youth Day in that city next August (see press release May 13, 2005, www.Zenit.org ). He seems determined to continue the legacy of Pope John Paul in building Jewish/Christian relations. At his first homily as Pope on Sunday April 24, 2005 he gave a special welcome to the Jewish Community as follows: 'and you, my brothers and sisters of the Jewish people, to whom we are joined by a great shared spiritual heritage, one rooted in Gods irrevocable promises'."

Cardinal Ratzinger, who now is pope Benedict, presented in 2001 the very good theological document of the Pontificia Commissio Biblica, Le people juif et ses Saintes Écritures dans la Bible chrétienne (The Jewish people and his Holy Scriptures in the Christian Bible), explaning many fundamental aspects of the now-a-days teaching of the Church on her relation with the Jewish people.  Kees
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