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Introduction 

Of all the teachings to emerge from the Second Vatican Council, it could be 
said that Nostra Aetate was the shortest document that packed the biggest 
punch. It was a game-changer for Catholics. Nostra Aetate, the Declaration on 
the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, marks a pivotal 
moment in church history, a shift in consciousness, when the Catholic Church 
confronted its longstanding prejudices toward Jews and other religious 
communities, forging a new pathway for interfaith respect, reconciliation and 
dialogue. 

However, the road to the Declaration’s promulgation on 28 October 1965 
was anything but smooth. Beset by controversy and opposition – theological, 
political and antisemitic - its achievements were hard won. This booklet 
revisits some of the conciliar struggles of that historic journey, with a focus on 
paragraph 4 of Nostra Aetate which specifically addresses Catholic relations 
with the Jewish people. In the text of paragraph 4 we find the original 
conceptual vision of the Declaration, the starting point for the drafting 
process, as well as the theological core of the entire document. Because of its 
foundational significance, paragraph 4 warrants close attention.

At the same time, and no less important, Nostra Aetate also addresses relations 
with other non-Christian religions. Originally conceived as a statement 
about the unique relationship between Catholics and Jews, the document 
evolved over the course of the Council Fathers’ deliberations to encompass 
a broader interfaith landscape. In its final form, the Declaration consists of 
five paragraphs. It includes a focus on relations with Buddhists and Hindus 
(paragraph no. 2), relations with Muslims (no. 3), relations with Jews (no. 4), 
with paragraphs nos. 1 and 5 framing the document by addressing the human 
search for meaning and the unity of the human family.1

The reflections in this booklet cover three aspects of the Declaration’s 
development:

1.	 the situation before the Council (pre-1962),
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2.	 the drafting process and passage of the document during the Council 
(1962-1965), and

3.	 the final ‘landing place’ of the Declaration by the time of its 
promulgation as a teaching of Vatican II (28 October 1965).
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I. The years before the Council

How did Nostra Aetate originate and to what issues was it responding? These 
questions lead us to the social and political upheaval of post-Holocaust 
Europe, as well as to the much longer history of theological anti-Judaism and 
antisemitism among Christian populations. When the Second Vatican Council 
opened on 11 October 1962, World War II had ended less than two decades 
earlier. It should be remembered that, while the crimes of the Nazis were now 
clear to all, the end of the war did not automatically erase entrenched prejudices 
within societies. Nostra Aetate did not arise out of a widespread surge of 
compassion for Jews after the Holocaust. On the contrary, antisemitic attitudes 
persisted as a serious problem even in the years that followed the Holocaust, 
and this included attitudes among Christians and within their Churches.2

In fact, the foundations of Nostra Aetate were built by networks of Christian and 
Jewish scholars and educators—men and women who recognised the problem 
of Jew-hatred for what it was and who conducted research and undertook 
critical educational steps in order to understand and address these longstanding 
prejudices.3 From these networks emerged an important precursor to Nostra 
Aetate: a conference held in the Swiss town of Seelisberg in 1947. The brilliance 
of the Seelisberg Conference lay in its ability to articulate, through a statement 
now known as the Ten Points of Seelisberg, the historical inaccuracies and 
distortions fuelling anti-Judaism in Christian discourse.

These errors and half-truths belonged to a loose collection of anti-Jewish ideas 
known as the Adversus Judaeos (‘Against the Jews’) tradition, which today is also 
referred to as ‘the teaching of contempt’. Such ideas had permeated Christianity 
since at least the fourth century; some scholars pose a much earlier date. As 
Pope John Paul II once stated, ‘In the Christian world ... erroneous and unjust 
interpretations of the New Testament relative to the Jewish people and their 
presumed guilt circulated for too long, engendering sentiments of hostility 
toward this people.’4 Such ‘erroneous and unjust interpretations’ included the 
following:

•	 the accusation that Jews are Christ-killers and guilty of ‘deicide’;
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•	 the view that Jews are enemies of God and of the Church, children of 
the devil, cursed by God and doomed to wander the earth without a 
homeland;

•	 the claim that Judaism is a harsh, legalistic religion in contrast to the 
loving message of Jesus. 

•	 The claim that Christianity has replaced Judaism, rendering it obsolete.

Over the centuries, toxic messages like these –both explicit and implicit - made 
their way into Christian thinking, preaching, writings, artwork and even the 
liturgy, providing a kind of justification for the exclusion, humiliation and 
defamation of Jews, whether by church or state authorities, or by mob rule. 
This in turn gave rise to periods of violent persecution of Jews, including forced 
conversions, ghettos, expulsions, executions and pogroms. There were periods 
of relative peace and safety for Jewish communities, when neighbors got along 
and when church authorities defended Jews or called for their protection. 
However, these periods would not last. Eventually, fresh accusations against the 
Jews would emerge and yet another wave of persecution would follow. 

The significance of the Seelisberg conference was that its participants were 
prepared to examine this pattern of history. One of the key delegates at 
Seelisberg was Jules Isaac, a French Jew who was an historian and a respected 
educator and who had managed to survive the war in hiding. As we shall see, 
Isaac would become a pivotal figure in the story of Nostra Aetate.

Another important precursor to Nostra Aetate took the form of a conference 
held in Apeldoorn, Holland in 1960. A dozen pioneers in the study of Jewish-
Christian relations from several countries drafted a set of statements that 
proposed a renewed Christian theology.5 Some of these pioneers would 
become part of the drafting committee that produced Nostra Aetate, and the 
foundational ideas for the drafting process reflected shifts in thinking that had 
already been unfolding at Apeldoorn, such as the following. 

•	 First, these scholars made a deliberate decision to adopt a scriptural 
lens shaped by St Paul’s Letter to the Romans, where it spoke of God’s 
enduring love for and blessing of Israel, ‘for God’s gifts and calling are 
irrevocable’ (Rom 11:29).
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•	 Second, they challenged the irrational popular belief that held the Jewish 
collective responsible for Jesus’ crucifixion. For example, they pointed 
out that it was historically and logically impossible that all Jews at the 
time of Jesus rejected him, when so many Jews lived outside the holy 
land, and would never have even heard of Jesus of Nazareth.

•	 Third, they retrieved from the Council of Trent a teaching which held 
the sins of all humanity responsible for the death of Jesus. 

One of the participants at Apeldoorn, Msgr John Oesterreicher, would become 
a member of the drafting committee for Nostra Aetate. Years later, reflecting 
back on the Apeldoorn methodology of ressourcement (‘return to the sources’), 
he described its work as ‘the prophetic element that over the years prepared a 
place in the Church, intellectually and spiritually, emotionally and theologically, 
for the Council Declaration of which they…as yet knew nothing.’ 6

The participants at both Seelisberg and Apeldoorn understood that a long and 
terrible history of Christian theological anti-Judaism had unwittingly tilled the 
soil in which the Nazis would eventually plant their poisonous ideology. They 
were rightly convinced that radical reforms were needed within the Church if 
antisemitism in society was to be effectively countered.

Vatican II – the preparatory phase

Given these monumental issues, and with the traumatic events of the Holocaust 
in living memory, one might have expected Catholic-Jewish relations to be an 
obvious agenda item as preparations for Vatican II began. Yet, by the beginning 
of June 1960 it was nowhere to be seen on the council agenda.7 Its eventual 
emergence has long been attributed to the personal intervention of Pope John 
XXIII. And what seems to have influenced the Pope was a decisive meeting 
on 13 June 1960 with Jule Isaac, the French-Jewish historian and Holocaust 
survivor mentioned above. 
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Who was Jules Isaac?

Jules Isaac (1877-1963)8 was a scholar of history who headed France’s 
department of education. Being Jewish, the onset of Hitler’s war meant that 
he was eventually stripped of his post, forcing him and his wife to seek refuge 
in another town. One day, while Isaac happened to be away from home, the 
Gestapo came by and arrested his wife, deporting her, as well as their daughter 
and son-in-law, to the death camps. Isaac would never see them again and 
from that moment was driven into hiding. He moved from place to place and 
managed to survive the war. There were two items he carried with him. One 
was a note from his wife which he kept on his person for the rest of his life. 
The second item that he preserved with great care was a briefcase containing 
his written work. Even while in hiding, Isaac continued to write and progress 
the historical research project he had been working on since before the war. 
It was this work that fed the 1947 Seelisberg Conference and which he now 
brought to the attention of Pope John. It was work that exposed the historical 
inaccuracies, half-truths and falsehoods embedded in Christian portrayals of 
Judaism as found in sermons and catechetical materials; distortions which 
for centuries had spread hateful stereotypes and lazy cliches, which were then 
manipulated by Nazi propaganda.

Given the enormity of Isaac’s personal grief, having lost his wife and other 
family members in the Holocaust, his response to the findings of his research 
was remarkable. He sought not to condemn the Church but to respectfully help 
the Catholic leadership to revise and correct those interpretations of history 
and the bible which had given rise to prejudicial stereotypes that had been so 
harmful to Jews over the centuries and which the Nazis had manipulated with 
genocidal intent. The Pope listened carefully to this 83-year-old scholar and 
Holocaust survivor. He then arranged a meeting between Isaac and Cardinal 
Augustin Bea, one of the key figures at the Council. Next, the Pope met with 
Bea to discuss Isaac’s work and, on Bea’s recommendation, he requested that 
‘the Jewish question’ be part of the discussion of the Secretariat for Promoting 
Christian Unity (SPCU) as it prepared for the Council.9 From this point, the 
possibility for a statement on Catholic-Jewish relations entered the agenda of 
the Second Vatican Council.
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A recovered memo from Vatican archives

A question that has been discussed among scholars over the years is: Just how 
influential was Pope John’s meeting with Jules Isaac? Perhaps it was not so 
impactful, some have suggested. Perhaps it simply reinforced ideas that Pope 
John already had in mind. That question appears to have been settled quite 
recently, according to Norman Tobias, a specialist in the study of the life 
and work of Jules Isaac. Tobias highlights a memo, recovered in 2014 from 
the Vatican archives; a memo that had been written and filed on 22 March 
1966. It was found to contain the testimony of Pope John XXIII’s personal 
secretary, Fr Loris Capovilla, to whom the Pope spoke at length immediately 
following the meeting with Isaac. According to Capovilla, Pope John XXIII 
was undeniably changed by that encounter with Isaac and his memo reads, 
‘Until that day it had not occurred to John XXIII that the Council had to deal 
also with the Jewish question and antisemitism. From that day on he was 
completely taken by it.’10

Writing 30 years later in 1996, a Sister of Our Lady of Sion, Louise-Marie Nietz, 
summed up the meeting between Isaac and the Pope, saying that the teaching 
of Nostra Aetate ‘all started here, in 1960... It was already a Jewish-Christian 
encounter.’11

Following that pivotal meeting, the Pope’s instruction began to be put into effect 
by Cardinal Augustin Bea in his role as head of the Secretariat for Promoting 
Christian Unity. The Secretariat had the task of working on texts that would 
become the Decree on Ecumenism and the Decree on Religious Freedom. It was 
in this environment of ideas that Nostra Aetate developed; ideas about freedom, 
respect for human dignity, personal conscience, dialogue, the mysterious nature 
of faith and the presence of grace beyond visible church boundaries. 

Cardinal Bea moved to establish a sub-commission to specifically address this 
new, unexpected agenda item: relations with the Jews. Gregory Baum recalls the 
‘dumbfounded astonishment’ around the table the day that Bea announced the 
news at the Secretariat’s first meeting.12 Interestingly, among the first members 
approached for this sub-commission were three Catholic priest-theologians 
from families with Jewish heritage. 13 Two of them were converts to Catholicism 
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and had escaped the Holocaust, and they were now all based in North America. 
By 1964 several more experts had been engaged by the sub-commission.

II. At the Council

By the time the Council opened in 1962, a proposed statement concerning 
Catholic relations with the Jewish people had already experienced progress, 
controversy and setback. During 1961, a preliminary study was produced 
by John Oesterreicher14 for reflection within the Secretariat, echoing themes 
and ideas familiar to the participants at Apeldoorn and the earlier Seelisberg 
Conference. Its basic thrust was solid, in keeping with decades of specialist study 
of nuanced theological questions. However, for anyone outside those circles, 
including bishops on the SPCU, these ideas were brazenly new, confronting and 
took time to be digested. 

That said, and despite the intense wrestling with the material, the atmosphere 
in which the discussions took place within the Secretariat was constructive and 
supportive. In fact, John Oesterreicher records that after the presentation of 
the preliminary study in April 1961, spontaneous applause broke out, which 
he remembers as being unusual, and as a sign that ‘what formerly had lain 
dormant in the subconscious was now brought out into the full light of day’.15

By this time, Cardinal Bea had successfully reached out to a number of 
Jewish leaders to seek their input. While the Jewish world was divided as 
to the appropriateness of engaging with the Council, there were members 
of organizations such as the World Jewish Congress, the American Jewish 
Committee and the World Conference of Jewish Organizations who were 
prepared to participate in meetings with church officials and theologians, as well 
as contributing to public discussion through books, articles and conferences. 16 

The Secretariat for Christian Unity met a number of times in 1961 and by 
August 1961 had produced a draft document which they presumed would 
then be discussed with the Theological Commission. However, the Theological 
Commission knocked it back, refusing to even receive the papers from Bea’s 
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Secretariat on the grounds that the subject matter was ‘purely pastoral’. This 
obstacle proved to be a blessing. With the approval of the Pope, the Secretariat 
went to work on a revised theological-pastoral draft, De Judaeis (Decree on 
the Jews), which was completed by November 1961. The plan was to present 
it directly to the Council’s Central Coordinating Committee at its June 1962 
meeting, and then it would go to all the bishops when the Council commenced 
a few months later in October. 17

However, before it could reach the bishops a crisis broke out and the document 
was dropped from the Council agenda altogether. The crisis seems to have 
been triggered by a particular Jewish leader’s mishandling of proper procedure 
concerning the appointment of Jewish observers at the Council. The misstep 
created upset among other Jewish leaders and triggered especially volatile 
reactions from officials from Arab States who accused the Vatican of political 
bias. Thomas Stransky, a Paulist Father working for the Secretariat, recalls how 
unprepared they were as theologians for this political explosion.18 Interestingly, 
Oesterreicher later made the observation that, while the public and the press 
tended to see the reactions of Arab governments as the main obstacle to a 
church statement about Catholic-Jewish relations, ‘there was another factor 
that worked against the Declaration to the same, if not to a greater, extent: the 
theologians were not prepared for it in their own minds’. 19 

Exacerbating the situation was an antisemitic smear campaign, with every 
Council Father discovering in his mailbox an anonymously authored 900-page 
volume titled ‘The Plot Against the Church’, warning of a Jewish fifth column 
among the clergy, and even justifying Hitler’s actions. It was crude, hysterical, 
unsophisticated antisemitism, but it did indicate the depth of hatred in some who 
opposed the document. 20

Dropped from the Council agenda and facing obstacles and opposition, the 
statement De Judaeis might have been put aside, never making it to the bishops 
in the council chamber. However, thanks to the successful rescue attempts of 
Cardinal Bea over the course of 1962-1963, which included a direct appeal 
to the Pope, the original mandate was reaffirmed and the drafting process 
continued. 21
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Sisters of Our Lady of Sion

This may be an appropriate place to mention the work of the Sisters of Our 
Lady of Sion. In 1962, the Congregation of Our Lady of Sion made a decision to 
become more actively involved with what was occurring at the Council. They 
would even move their headquarters from Paris to Rome in order to be able 
to collaborate more effectively with the Vatican and the Council. Sister of Sion 
Celia Deutsch’s account of the Sisters’ involvement (particularly the French 
Sisters) during the Council period describes a deliberate, focused exercise 
of approaching sympathetic bishops, urging them to take the struggling 
document forward. She notes that their efforts did not come out of the blue 
but were building on years of involvement in study groups, dialogue and 
friendship with Jews and likeminded Christians. From this base of knowledge 
and experience, the Sisters contributed to the background discussions, writing 
and editing of texts which fed into the process of producing the Declaration. 22

The next revised draft to appear was titled ‘On the Attitudes of Catholics 
Towards Non-Christians and Especially Towards Jews’ and it was now proposed 
as Chapter IV of the Schema on Ecumenism. 23 As indicated by the title, the 
topic had widened to include a cautious mention of relations with people of 
other faiths. This draft also contained an important rebuttal of the defamatory 
accusation of deicide (‘the Jews killed God’) and a warning against antisemitic 
preaching. In November 1963, the text on the Jews reached the Council Fathers 
for the first time. It was discussed, but no voting occurred. 

The decision to include other world religions 

The decision to expand the subject of the text beyond Judaism to include 
other religions was largely in response to bishops living and ministering in 
the politically volatile Middle East, where they feared that a church document 
expressing favorable views about Jews would result in harmful repercussions 
for Christian minorities in Muslim societies. However, fear and politics were 
not the only influences at work. Important work in Catholic-Muslim relations 
was already underway in the Church, making it appropriate and timely to 
consider Islam within the Declaration’s scope.24 This development led bishops 
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from Asian and African countries to voice their concerns that the interreligious 
contexts of their own people were being overlooked. Consequently, Buddhism 
and Hinduism were also included in the discussion. The desire for religious 
inclusivity would continue to be reiterated among bishops as the Council 
proceeded. 

By this time, November 1963, Pope John XXIII had died just a few months 
earlier, and the work of the Secretariat now looked to the papal authority of 
Paul VI. Ultimately, Pope Paul VI was faithful to the interfaith task instigated 
by his predecessor. However, there were added difficulties as the new pope 
seemed more willing to listen to the voices of certain bishops and members of 
the curia who felt that the Jews were being presented in far too positive a light 
and that there should be reference to the centuries old view that the Jewish 
people had rejected Jesus and bore responsibility for his crucifixion.25 As a 
result, the document underwent further revision in March 1964, at a session 
of the Secretariat to which ‘not all non-episcopal members and advisors were 
invited’. 26 The revised document emerged in a much abbreviated (some would 
say, weakened) state and was now being proposed as an appendix to the Decree 
on Ecumenism. 

In what was viewed by many as a further setback, the draft was then taken out 
of the hands of the Secretariat for Christian Unity with its sub-commission 
of specialist theologians, and another draft emerged from the Central 
Coordinating Committee. According to Thomas Stransky, a leaked source 
revealed the Vatican’s Secretary of State at work behind the scenes to have 
the document altered.27 To be fair, in this new version, ‘On the Jews and Non-
Christians’, much of the original good work had been maintained and it was 
now reinstated as a document in its own right. However, there were two serious 
concerns. The condemnation of the ‘deicide charge’ had been dropped from the 
document. There was also the insertion of a reference to Christian hope which 
could be interpreted as calling for the conversion of Jews. 

It was in this form that the document was presented for debate at the Third 
Session of the Second Vatican Council on 28-29 September 1964. Known as 
The Great Debate, the discussion was robust, passionate and took place in an 
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atmosphere of intense scrutiny from within and outside the Council. Even 
before the debate, enough had been leaked to the media for the public to be 
keeping a watchful eye on how the Council Fathers would vote; and this at a 
time of public interest in a controversial theatre piece, The Deputy, a play that 
conveyed a damning view of Pope Pius XII’s handling of the wartime plight of 
Jews. In fact, the name of the playwright, Rolf Hochhuth, crops up a number of 
times in the bishops’ deliberations at the Council.

Understandably, by this stage, some members of the sub-commission were 
concerned. They had worked for three years to produce a statement that freed 
the Church of centuries-old prejudice, and now they feared that some bishops 
wanted to teach that very prejudice. 28 There were also concerns expressed by the 
Secretariat’s Jewish interlocutors, especially regarding the issue of conversion. 
Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, a prominent Jewish leader and scholar in New 
York, gave an interview with Time magazine (11 September 1964)29 where he 
famously stated that he was ‘ready to go to Auschwitz any time, if faced with the 
alternative of conversion or death’. An emergency audience with the pope was 
arranged for Heschel but, according to the confidential unofficial account of 
Heschel’s Jewish colleague who also attended the meeting, it did not go well.30

All this unrest was swirling around the Council hall as Cardinal Bea stepped 
up to the podium on 25 September 1964 to address the Council Fathers as a 
prelude to the debate. John O’Malley writes that, by this time Bea had become 
a hero to many of the Council Fathers in view of his skillful navigation of the 
controversies, on one occasion even receiving ‘thunderous applause’.31 Bea’s 
task in this particular moment was to present a summary report of the draft 
document, and he used the opportunity to make clear what was at stake for 
the Jewish people and for the moral credibility of the Church. In particular, he 
walked the bishops through the sound reasons why the Church could no longer 
blame the Jewish people for the death of Jesus, at one point saying, ‘Do we ever 
in any instance blame any other people for what their ancestors or leaders did 
nineteen centuries before?’32 He implicitly urged the bishops to restore the 
moral clarity of the document and to strengthen it as a positive statement about 
how Catholics relate to Jews. 

And that is what happened next. As the session proceeded, and as myriad 
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issues were raised concerning various parts of the text, over two dozen bishops, 
mainly from North America and Northern Europe, responded by calling for 
the text to clearly repudiate the deicide charge which Christians had levelled 
at the Jews for most of the history of Christianity. A consensus formed around 
this point and a critical aspect of the teaching was rescued.

The other problematic issue – that of conversion – was also addressed by the 
Council Fathers, however, overall it attracted less attention. The matter seems to 
have been helped in its resolution through the protest voices of several Jewish 
leaders, including Abraham Heschel.33

The day after the Great Debate, on 29 September 1964, it was announced that 
the offending section which suggested a link between Christian hope and a 
desire for Jews to be converted would be dropped. However, a further challenge 
remained: How would the reference to Christian hope be rewritten? Happily, 
the task fell to the little group of experts on the sub-commission and the result 
was one of the most distinctive sentences in Nostra Aetate. Drawing on a quote 
of the prophet Zephaniah, it reads: ‘The Church awaits that day, known to God 
alone, on which all peoples will address the Lord in a single voice and “serve 
Him shoulder to shoulder.”’ In other words, the problem was solved by simply 
entrusting the future to the mysterious ways of God, deftly sidestepping the 
question of conversion altogether. 34

However, the problems for Nostra Aetate were far from over. On 9 October 1964, 
in what might be described as an ecclesiastical chess maneuver, Archbishop 
Felici, the Secretary-General of the Council, sought to divert the path of 
the Declaration by producing a letter, dubiously implying papal authority, 
that called for a revision of the text by a different (mixed) commission of 
theologians, including known opponents of the text. Says Oesterreicher, the 
news ‘struck like a bomb – and within a few hours the explosion was heard all 
over Rome’.35 It took a media leak, more public controversy and heavy lobbying 
by Bea and a number of other powerful cardinals to thwart this attempt to alter 
the Declaration’s direction.

Yet another obstacle arose, of a structural nature. There was a growing sense 
at the Council that documents needed to be reduced. So, now the Secretariat 
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was under considerable pressure to break up the Declaration into smaller 
units of text, to be inserted into the Constitution on Divine Revelation and 
the Constitution on the Church.36 Once again, Nostra Aetate, as a document 
in its own right, might have quietly disappeared. As events unfolded, however, 
the Secretariat saw fit to proceed with the current form, engaging additional 
experts to assist with the sections on other religions37 in the belief that the more 
polished version would prove acceptable to the Council.

And indeed, that is what occurred. In November 1964, a revised version was 
presented to the bishops, taking into account all that had been discussed at the 
Great Debate. It was put to the vote of the Council and accepted in principle. 
Now a stand-alone document, it bore the same title as the final version which 
stands today: Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions. The result of this preliminary vote was: Yes,1651; Reservations, 242; 
No, 99.38

However, the challenges to Nostra Aetate continued. Triggered by the vote, a 
fresh wave of opposing voices arose from the Middle East — Christian and 
Muslim, religious and civic — and this despite all care taken to ensure that the 
Declaration clearly dealt with religious matters and had no political intentions 
whatsoever.39 This wave of opposition included deeply problematic objections, 
often couched in hostile, at times antisemitic, language. Indeed, some detractors 
openly vilified Jews, Israelis, the Council, the Pope and the Catholic Church.40 
There were threats of reprisal against Catholic institutions. Government officials 
in Jordan threatened to take control of all Catholic schools. Writes Oesterreicher, 
‘It seems that the entire Middle East was drawn into the whirlpool of these 
hostilities, governments and people, Moslems and Christians, Orthodox and 
Catholics, laymen, priests and bishops. Shortly after the end of the Council two 
bombs were placed in the Christian quarter of Aleppo for which the “Moslem 
Brotherhood” seems to have been responsible.’ 41 

Although there were also moderate Arab voices prepared to evaluate the 
conciliar text in a positive light, such was the intensity of the backlash that by 
May 1965 serious consideration was given to quietly dropping Nostra Aetate. 
The intervention of the Bishop of Würzburg, Josef Stangl (usually silent, says 
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Oesterreicher, but now stepping up to the challenge), was one of the more 
significant voices urging the bishops to claim their moral leadership, to stand 
firm and not be cowed by the firestorm. Still, the safety of Christians in Muslim 
societies in the Middle East remained a grave concern. For a third time during 
the course of Vatican II, Cardinal Willebrands and other representatives of 
the Secretariat for Christian Unity travelled to the Middle East to meet with 
key leaders in an attempt to allay concerns and quell the tensions. This final 
visitation was seen as an important success as it secured the support of Patriarch 
Maximos IV Saigh, a powerful figure representative of Eastern Rite Catholic 
Churches. Last-minute adjustments to the text were negotiated in March and 
May 1965, and the Council forged ahead. The Declaration was adopted by 
the Council on 14-15 October 1965 and promulgated by Pope Paul VI on 28 
October 1965. The final vote had been: Yes, 2221; No, 88. 

Fortunately, as the process drew to a conclusion, the earlier political tensions 
dissipated and, to the satisfaction and relief of Cardinal Bea, the Declaration 
was ‘calmly received and on the whole it was correctly interpreted’.42 The 
overwhelming support for the Declaration, as demonstrated by the bishops’ 
final vote, was viewed by members of the Secretariat as a significant feat 
of diplomacy, involving sensitive listening, patience, collaboration and a 
willingness to compromise with the whole picture in mind. As a result, Nostra 
Aetate was now an official teaching of the Catholic Church.

III. By the end of the Council

By the end of Vatican II, where did the writing of Nostra Aetate rest and what 
were its notable achievements? In the first place, the decision to include other 
world religions in the Declaration marked a major breakthrough in Catholic 
teaching,43 with statements such as: ‘The Catholic Church rejects nothing 
that is true and holy in these religions’ and that the Christian faithful should 
‘acknowledge, preserve and encourage the spiritual and moral truths found 
among non-Christians’ (NA, 2).44 Thomas Stransky later wrote, ‘The tiny 
mustard seed of Jules Isaac’s half-hour conversation with Good Pope John grew 
into the large tree that warmly hosts in its branches so many men and women 
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of “non-Christian religions”.’ He added, ‘I remain convinced that this inclusive 
concept saved De Judaeis intact.’45

Specifically, what were the achievements of paragraph 4, addressing the Jewish-
Christian relationship? First, we should acknowledge that it is not a perfect 
text. One limitation is its brevity; much was not said. The final amendments 
show signs of compromise, including the decision to drop the term ‘deicide’ and 
accommodating the will of those who insisted that at least some inference to a 
Jewish role in the death of Jesus be retained. There are parts where the wording 
could be deemed supersessionist, suggesting that the Church has replaced the 
Jewish people. There is also the glaring omission of the Holocaust. It would 
be another 33 years before a commission of the Holy See issued a document 
titled ‘We Remember’ in an attempt to address the painful issue of Christian 
culpability in the tragedy of the Holocaust.46 

However, what was achieved at the Council was extraordinary. Oesterreicher 
called it ‘a triumph of truth and justice’.47 He also called it a miracle! Through 
official ecclesial language the Council steered the Catholic Church onto the 
pathway of dismantling a near 2000-year-old religious framework that viewed 
Jews and Judaism with contempt. To quote Gregory Baum, ‘The Church’s 
recognition of the spiritual status of the Jewish religion is the most dramatic 
example of doctrinal turn-about in the age-old magisterium ordinarium.’ 48 This 
turnabout includes the following pillars of thought and convictions of faith: 

•	 The Church is spiritually anchored in the mystery of ‘the stock of 
Abraham’.

•	 Jesus, Mary, the Apostles and most of the early disciples were Jews.

•	 The Jews have not been rejected by God, indeed they are God’s beloved, 
‘for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable’ (Romans 11:29).49 

•	 The deicide charge is repudiated (without explicit use of the term 
‘deicide’). 

•	 Antisemitism is named and deplored. 

•	 The commitment to dialogue is clearly articulated. 

•	 The document does not express any desire or intent for the conversion 
of Jews.
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A Jewish view of the Council

By the end of the Council, Jewish opinion on the Declaration Nostra Aetate was 
mixed. Some welcomed it, while others were more critical. Positive responses 
would grow over time. One prominent Jewish voice expressing appreciation of 
the transformation that had taken place in the Church’s language and attitude 
towards the Jewish people and their faith tradition was that of Rabbi Marc 
Tanenbaum. Writing in 1966, he recalled the Great Debate from his vantage 
point as a Jewish observer at the Council in these words: 

‘The moment of truth, as those of us who were privileged to be in Rome 
were able to observe, occurred on those two days when thirty-five 
cardinals and bishops from twenty-two countries arose on the floor of 
St. Peter’s, and one after another, in terms more powerful and committed 
than had ever been heard before, called upon the Catholic Church to 
condemn anti-Semitism as a sin against the conscience of the church. 
Thirty-one of the cardinals and bishops from every major continent of the 
world took positions regarding Catholic attitudes in relation to the Jewish 
people, Judaism, the role of Israel in salvation history, the synagogue and 
its continued relevance, conversion, anti-Semitism—positions that have 
never been heard before in 1,900 years of Catholic-Jewish history, positions 
articulated with such friendship, indeed, fraternal love, as to make clear 
that a profound turning point had taken place in our lifetime.’ 50

Writing on the 60th anniversary of the famous meeting between Jules Isaac and 
Pope John XXIII, Catholic journalist John Allen Jr summed up the conciliar 
breakthrough with this observation: ‘Interestingly, all three lead actors in the 
drama of  Nostra Aetate  - John XXIII, Isaac and Bea - were in their eighties 
at the time, proving, among other things, that it isn’t always the young who 
lead revolutions. In this case, three men brought the cumulative weight of their 
convictions and life experience to bear and, together, they changed history.’ 51 
We might add, on a poignant note, that neither Pope John nor Jules Isaac lived 
long enough to see the fruits of their encounter and its dramatic impact. Both 
died during the Council in 1963, three months apart. 
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While the story of Nostra Aetate is often focused on the groundbreaking efforts 
of Catholic ordained men, Celia Deutsch rightly widens our view to see that 
the Declaration was ‘the result of decades of encounter and collaboration 
among lay and clergy, men and women, Protestants, Catholics and Jews, as well 
as some Orthodox Christians in a variety of formal and informal contexts’.52 
The contribution of the Sisters of Our Lady of Sion was noted above and here 
we would do well to also pay tribute to a woman who is rarely mentioned, 
with respect to the remote groundwork that led to Nostra Aetate: Jules Isaac’s 
wife, Laure, herself a close collaborator and confidante to Isaac in his work. 
Throughout the course of his post-war life, Isaac kept a note on his person. It 
was the note that Laure managed to smuggle out to her husband on the journey 
to her death at Auschwitz. The note read: ‘My dearest…be steadfast and finish 
your work for which the world is waiting.’53

Conclusion

The story of Nostra Aetate is one of bold, innovative steps forward while 
remaining anchored in scripture and tradition. Said Thomas Stransky, ‘Surprises, 
shocks and setbacks marked that journey. All the same, most setbacks became 
blessings in disguise’. 54 

There is much more to the story, well beyond the word limit of this presentation. 
Suffice to say that the Declaration succeeded and the primary advocates who 
assisted its passage were those who understood the profundity of the issues at 
stake — for the Jewish people, for relations with other religious communities, 
and for the integrity of Christian identity and vocation.

Nostra Aetate takes its name from its opening Latin words, meaning ‘in our 
time’. As a conciliar teaching it presented a critical challenge to Catholics in 
the 1960s. Six decades later, the task of its reception is ongoing and remains an 
urgent calling for Catholics of the twenty-first century.
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Reflection
•	 What aspect of the Nostra Aetate story do I find most interesting, 

intriguing, unsettling or surprising, and why?

•	 What does the story of Nostra Aetate teach us about renewal and 
change, and about history and tradition?

•	 Of the key people and groups of people who contributed to the 
development of this Catholic teaching, Nostra Aetate, with whom do I 
most identify, and why?

•	 In what ways have I seen this teaching successfully implemented, and in 
what ways have I seen it absent or struggling for acceptance in our own 
time, the twenty-first century?

•	 In what way has my own life story intersected with the story of Nostra 
Aetate? E.g., when did I first become aware of this teaching?

Activities
•	 Read the Declaration Nostra Aetate. As you read, underline or highlight 

the words or phrases that impress you, catch your attention or make 
you think. Compare and discuss your work in pairs. Did you highlight 
similar or different aspects of the document?

•	 Create a timeline of the key events in the story of Nostra Aetate.

•	 If you were producing the story of Nostra Aetate as a stage play, what 
would that look like? E.g., How many acts, characters; what kinds of 
props, music or set changes would you create?

•	 In pairs, create a conversation between characters in the story of Nostra 
Aetate. E.g., what would John XXIII and Jules Isaac discuss if they were 
both alive today?

•	 Compose a prayer or a song that reflects the spirit and core message of 
a section of Nostra Aetate, or of the document as a whole.

•	 Explore the Dialogika online library for further reading about Nostra 
Aetate and Jewish-Christian relations. Visit https://www.ccjr.us/
dialogika-resources 
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Notes

1 On the two theological trajectories of Nostra Aetate, namely a ‘particularist’ focus on the 
Catholic-Jewish relationship and a ‘universalist’ focus on the Church’s relationship with the world’s 
religions and relations within all humankind, see Locklin Reid, ‘One Text, Two Declarations: 
Theological Trajectories from Nostra Aetate’, Theological Studies 78/1 (2017): 49-71,  
https://doi.org/10.1177/0040563916681991.
2 For an excellent study of the Church’s twentieth century struggle to free itself from deeply 
ingrained prejudices and hostilities towards Jews, see John Connelly, From Enemy to Brother. 
The Revolution in Catholic Teaching on the Jews 1933-1965 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2012).
3 For a summary of pioneering individuals, institutions and journals in the work of Christian-
Jewish relations, see ‘Pioneers in Christian-Jewish Dialogue. A Tribute’, Revue SIDIC, XXX - 1997/2, 
Congregation of Our Lady of Sion website, https://www.notredamedesion.org/archived/ 
www.notredamedesion.org/fr/dialogue_docs5b3a.html?a=3a&id=31&lingua=en.
4 Address to Participants in the Vatican Symposium on ‘The Roots of Anti-Judaism in the Christian 
Milieu’, 31 October 1997, accessed at the Dialogika online library maintained by the Council of 
Centers on Jewish-Christian Relations and the Institute for Jewish-Catholic Relations of Saint 
Joseph’s University in Philadelphia,  
https://www.ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/documents-and-statements/jewish.
5 A summary of the ‘Apeldoorn Theses’, in part, published in the Freiburger Rundbrief, 50-52, 
(1961): 10-11 can be accessed at the Dialogika website, https://ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/
documents-and-statements/roman-catholic/second-vatican-council/naprecursors/apeldoorn1960. 
An earlier conference at Apeldoorn had taken place in 1958. The follow up conference in 1960 
concluded with a submission to the preparatory phase of the Second Vatican Council.
6 John M. Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions: Introduction and Commentary’ in Herbert Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the 
Documents of Vatican II, Vol. III (London/New York: Burns & Oates/Herder and Herder, 1968), 
1-136, at 12.
7 Historian John Connelly notes that when the opinions of bishops and theologians were being 
canvassed for agenda items, ‘almost none’ proposed a church statement on relations with the Jews. 
See Connelly, From Enemy to Brother, 240. According to Jesuit scholar James Bernauer, the first 
proposal for such an item came from the Jesuits at the Pontifical Biblical Institute, dated 24 April 
1960. See James Bernauer, ‘Rebellion of the Righteous: Jesuit Partisanship for Jews’, Journal of 
Jesuit Studies 5 (2018): 224-255. Another submission came from the Institute for Judaeo-Christian 
Studies, Seton Hall University in New Jersey, USA, dated 8 June 1960. Later that year, the scholars 
at the Apeldoorn meeting submitted their theses to the Council. Further input would be sought 
by Cardinal Bea from the American Jewish Council (AJC). The first of three AJC submissions 
sent to the Vatican prior to the Council was authored by Judith Hershcopf Banki, drawing upon 
research by her colleague Dominican Sister Rose Thering OP (St Louis University) which surveyed 
how Jews were portrayed in contemporary Catholic religion textbooks. This is another example 
of Catholic-Jewish cooperation relating to the genesis of Nostra Aetate. These submissions can 
be accessed at Dialogika, https://ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/documents-and-statements/roman-
catholic/second-vatican-council/naprecursors.

https://www.ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/documents-and-statements/roman-catholic/pope-john-paul-ii/jp2-97oct31
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8 For an account of Isaac’s life and work see Noman Tobias, Jewish Conscience of the Church: 
Jules Isaac and the Second Vatican Council (Cham, Switzerland: Springer International 
Publishing, 2017).
9 In his reflections on Vatican II, Paulist Father Thomas Stransky, one of the earliest staff 
members of the Secretariat for Christian Unity, clarifies that the Pope didn’t actually mandate 
the drafting of a document on the Jews in that moment, as is often asserted. Rather, following 
Bea’s recommendation, the Pope instructed the Secretariat to reflect on this topic as part of their 
discussions on ecumenism. See Thomas Stransky, ‘The Genesis of Nostra Aetate’, America (24 
October 2005):1-5, https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2005/10/24/genesis-nostra-aetate/
10 See Tobias, Jewish Conscience, 248-251, at 251.
11 Louise-Marie Nietz NDS, ‘Histoire de la Déclaration “Nostra Aetate”’, Sens, Revue de l’Amitié 
Judéo-Chrétienne de France 5 (May 1996): 190, quoted in Tobias, Jewish Conscience, 249.
12 Quoted in Tobias, Jewish Conscience, 197. Baum’s comment was recounted to Tobias in person.
13 According to the account of John Oesterreicher, the first three appointees were the Benedictine 
Abbot Leo Rudloff (founder of the Weston Priory in Vermont, USA), Msgr John Oesterreicher 
(Seton Hall University, New Jersey, USA) and the young Augustinian Gregory Baum (St Michael’s 
College, University of Toronto, Canada). See Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 18.
14 Prior to Oesterreicher’s study, Cardinal Bea had commissioned Gregory Baum to produce a 
short survey of relevant themes. Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 18.
15 Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 22.
16 Judith Hershcopf (Banki), ‘The Church and the Jews: The Struggle at Vatican Council II’, in 
the American Jewish Yearbook, Vol 66 (1965): 99-136, at 109-110, 127-134, accessed at Dialogika, 
https://ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/educational-and-liturgical-materials/classic-articles/banki1965
17 Stransky, ‘Genesis’, 3.
18 Stransky, ‘Genesis’, 3. On the Wardi Affair, see Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 41-42; Judith 
Hershcopf, ‘The Church and the Jews’, 111-112. Recall that, at this stage, the Vatican had formal 
diplomatic relations with a number of Arab States, but not with the modern Jewish state. Formal 
diplomatic relations with the State of Israel would not be established until 1993.
19 Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 39.
20 Antisemitic pamphlets warning of Jewish conspiracies also appeared later during the Council. 
See Hershcopf (Banki), ‘The Church and the Jews’, 112. See, too, Yves Congar’s diary note for 
Monday 28 September 1964: ‘The bishops have each received, in a sealed envelope, a statement 
claiming that Cardinal Bea is of Jewish descent…! Anti-semitism is not dead!’ Congar, My Journal 
of the Council, trans. Mary John Ronayne OP and Mary Cecily Boulding OP (Adelaide: ATF 
Theology, 2012): 599. An aggressive letter received by one Cardinal included a threat to blow 
up the aula if the text were to be approved. See Mathijs Lamberigts and Leo Declerck, ‘From De 
Judaeis to Nostra Aetate. The Development of the Text from November 1963 to October 1965’ in 
Answerable for Our Beliefs: Reflections on Theology and Contemporary Culture Offered to Terence 
Merrigan, edited by V. Coman et al (Peeters Publishers, 2022), 391-441, at 439.
21  In view of Cardinal Bea’s forthright, successful intervention, Oesterreicher suggests that Bea 
‘should really be called the father of the Declaration on the Jews’. ‘Declaration’, 42. Meanwhile, in 
the council chamber, bishops were also expressing the need for a statement on the Jews. See the 
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intervention of Mgr Arceo Mendez, Bishop of Cuernavaca, Mexico at the beginning of December 
1962, asking ‘whether pastors of souls, and the faithful, are following the example of the Pope and 
showing real love towards the children of our common father, Abraham, or whether they are not 
rather displaying an unconscious anti-Semitism’. Quoted by Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 42. 
22  See Celia Deutsch, ‘Journey to Dialogue. Sisters of Our Lady of Sion and the Writing of Nostra 
Aetate’, Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations 11, no. 1 (2016): 1-36.
23  Whether or not the document on ecumenism was the most appropriate place for a statement 
on the Jews was debated by the Council Fathers, with differences in opinion often reflecting the 
application of either a theological or a socio-political lens. For an overview of these discussions, 
see Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 47-53.
24 On this point, see John Pawlikowski, ‘The Uniqueness of the Jewish-Christian Dialogue: A Yes 
and a No’, Studies in Christian-Jewish Relations 12, no. 1 (2017): 1-14, at 9.
25  For example, a suggested insertion by Pope Paul VI’s personal theologian mentioned ‘the duty of 
Catholics to work for the ‘conversion’ of the Jews or the serious duty of the Jews to acquire a better 
knowledge of the Christian religion’. Quoted by Connelly, From Enemy to Brother, 258.
26 Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 59.
27 Stransky, ‘Genesis’, 4.
28 See, for example, Cardinal Ruffini’s comments referring to Jews as being instrumental to the 
‘pestilential sect’ of the Freemasons that promotes ‘this continual conspiracy against the Church’. 
Quoted in Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 80.
29 Quoted in Tobias, Jewish Conscience, 223
30 The eyewitness, confidential and unofficial account of Zachariah Shuster is quoted in Tobias, 
Jewish Conscience, 224-225. Separately, Shuster also provided an official account.
31 John W. O’Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge/London: Harvard University Press, 
2008), 219.
32 Cardinal Augustin Bea, Report on the Statement ‘On Jews and Non-Christians’, 25 September 
1964, accessed at Dialogika, https://ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/documents-and-statements/roman-
catholic/second-vatican-council/na-debate/bea1964sep25
33 Connelly, From Enemy to Brother, 253-254.
34 The scholarship behind this aspect of the document can be traced to Karl Thieme, a German 
Catholic scholar who had converted from the Lutheran tradition. Thieme had died by this time, 
but his colleague John Oesterreicher retrieved the relevant insights from Thieme’s body of work. 
It is believed that Thieme had drawn not only on biblical sources but also post-biblical Jewish 
commentary, possibly Maimonides, addressing the role of Christians and Muslims in the world. 
It is interesting to reflect on this: how one of the most controversial points in Nostra Aetate was 
settled through the contribution of a twentieth century Lutheran convert to Catholicism, drawing 
on a Jewish philosopher who was reflecting on interreligious relations 800 years earlier! See 
Connelly, From Enemy to Brother, 254.
35 Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 83.
36 A brief but important section of the teaching found in Nostra Aetate, 4 did in fact make its way 
into the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, 16. This is a significant inclusion, 
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given the higher authoritative weight of Lumen Gentium as a dogmatic constitution compared to 
Nostra Aetate, a declaration.
37 Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald, who served as President of the Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue (2002-2006) and as Secretary from 1987, observes the care and precision 
taken in the wording of Nostra Aetate, 2, 3 so as to reflect the variations and nuances of religious 
expression within Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism. See Nostra Aetate: A Guide for Ongoing 
Dialogue (A paper presented in Rome, at the request of the USG/UISG Commission for 
Interreligious Dialogue), 3 October 2015,  
https://columbanird.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Fitzgerald-Michael-15-10-13-NA_
Guide_for_Ongoing_Dialogue.pdf.
38 Oesterreicher notes that this revised draft is clearly imprinted with the influence of the 
bishops’ discussions, proposals and insights; it is a true reflection of the work of the Council. See 
‘Declaration’, 81.
39 In fact, Nostra Aetate goes so far as to avoid any use of the term ‘Israel’, even in a theological 
sense.
40 ‘Who crucified Christ? The Vatican in the year 1964’, Jordanian media saw fit to declare; 
quoted in Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 105. For Oesterreicher’s overview of this turbulent 
period, see ‘Declaration’, 101-112. As an example of Christian backlash, Patriarch Kyrillos VI of 
Alexandria of the Coptic Orthodox church in Egypt accused the Council of ‘an imperialistic 
plot that has nothing to do with religion’ (Religious News Service, New York, 20 November 1964). 
Meanwhile, a Syrian government radio broadcast stated: ‘When the Jews dipped their hands into 
the innocent blood of Jesus Christ, they were in fact trying to assassinate Christ’s principles and 
teachings’ (Providence Visitor, October 9, 1964). Both sources quoted in Hershcopf (Banki), ‘The 
Church and the Jews’, 134 and 135 respectively.
41 Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 102.
42 See Augustin Bea, The Church and the Jewish People, trans. Philip Loretz (London: Geoffrey 
Chapman, 1966), 25-27; quoted words at 26.
43 The expansion of the topic occurred around the same time that Pope Paul VI’s encyclical 
Ecclesiam Suam was being prepared, with its embrace of the term ‘dialogue’. A Secretariat for 
Non-Christians was established in 1964. It was renamed the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue in 1988, now known as the Dicastery for Interreligious Dialogue. As a body it has been 
responsible for a number of official ecclesial documents and for the promotion of interreligious 
dialogue through conferences and various resources.
44 Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald has noted the extensive role that people from Catholic 
religious congregations played in the development of Nostra Aetate. He refers to twelve religious 
men who were engaged with the drafting process, including those brought in as experts on 
Islam and other religions. See Michael Fitzgerald, ‘Nostra Aetate: A Guide for Ongoing Dialogue’, 
3 October 2015, https://columbanird.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Fitzgerald-Michael-15-
10-13-NA_Guide_for_Ongoing_Dialogue.pdf. Recall, too, the behind-the-scenes work of the 
Sisters of the Congregation of Our Lady of Sion.
45 Stransky, ‘Genesis’, 5. Cardinal Augustin Bea had previously used this biblical image of the 
mustard seed, which Stransky reiterates. See Augustin Bea, The Church and the Jewish People, 22.
46 See Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘We Remember: A Reflection on the 
Shoah’, 1998.
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47 Oesterreicher, ‘Declaration’, 125.
48 Gregory Baum, ‘The Social Context of American Catholic Theology’ in Proceedings of the 
Catholic Theological Society of America 41 (1986), 87.
49 A further development of this teaching emerges with Pope John Paul II, beginning with his 
reference to the ‘the people of God of the Old Covenant, never revoked by God’ [emphasis added] 
in his address to representatives of the West German Jewish community’, 17 November 1980.
50 Tanenbaum, ‘Vatican II: An Interfaith Appraisal: A Jewish Viewpoint,’ in J. Banki & E. Fisher, 
eds., A Prophet for Our Time: An Anthology of the Writings of Rabbi Marc H. Tanenbaum (New 
York: Fordham, 2002), 85, quoted at ‘Council Deliberations of Nostra Aetate’, Dialogika,  
https://www.ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/documents-and-statements/roman-catholic/second-
vatican-council/na-debate
51 Allen Jr, ‘60 years ago, a Pope met a Jewish icon’, Crux (14 June 2020).
52 Deutsch, ‘Journey to Dialogue’, 1.
53 Quoted in Tobias, Jewish Conscience, 83.

54 Stransky, ‘Genesis’, 1. Cf. Oesterriecher, ‘Declaration’, 67.
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Further Resources | Bat Kol International 

Bat Kol International is a network of educators and faith animators around the 
world who encourage Christians to study the Word of God within its Jewish 

milieu, with attention to Jewish sources. It supports biblical and theological studies through online 
events, webinars and other resources.  

To celebrate the 60th Anniversary of Nostra Aetate, the Vatican II Declaration on the Relationship 
of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, Bat Kol International has offered a suite of online 
resources, including three seminar series (in collaboration with other educational and church 
agencies). These resources are freely available for non-commercial use at: batkolinternational.org 

Seminar Series 1 
The Radicality of Nostra Aetate. And the Interfaith Pioneer No one has Heard of. 

Presented by Dr Murray Watson, a Canadian biblical scholar, adult faith formator, and adjunct 
professor in the Faculty of Theology of Huron University College (London, Ontario). 

Seminar Series 2 
Remembering Nostra Aetate: Engaging our Jewish and Muslim Neighbours. 

Presented by Rev Dr David Neuhaus SJ, a South African born Israeli Jesuit, a scholar and teacher 
of Scripture, and former Patriarchal Vicar for the Hebrew-speaking Catholics in the Latin 
Patriarchate of Jerusalem (2009-17). 

Seminar Series 3 
Nostra Aetate: Past, Present and Future. 

Presented by Prof. Philip Cunningham and Prof. Adam Gregerman, Co-Directors of the Institute 
for Jewish-Catholic Relations, Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia. 

2025 DECLARATION ON JEWISH-CHRISTIAN RELATIONS 
An initiative of Bat Kol International

Bat Kol International invites you to sign a 60th anniversary declaration on 
Jewish-Christian Relations (at batkolinternational.org). By appending your 
name to this Declaration, you affirm your commitment to the positive changes 
that have taken place between Christians and Jews and the work yet to be 
realized.

https://batkolinternational.org/nostra-aetate-60th-anniversary-resources/
https://batkolinternational.org/documents/declaration-on-jewish-christian-relations/
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“Teresa Pirola has prepared a masterful and thoroughly researched account 
of the origins, development, and impact of the Second Vatican Council’s 
declaration Nostra Aetate. What better way could there be to commemorate its 
sixtieth anniversary? Written in an engaging style, she invites everyone to 
continue to internalize the declaration’s teachings in the life of the Church 
and to pursue authentic friendships with people of other religious traditions, 
particularly Jews. I highly recommend this concise volume to all.” 

- Philip A. Cunningham, Prof. of Theology and Co-director of the Institute 
for Jewish-Catholic Relations of Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia  

“Teresa Pirola bridges past and present with insight and grace. While she 
highlights the decisive shift in Catholic thinking that Nostra Aetate represents—
especially in the Church’s renewed relationship with the Synagogue—she 
also points to other vital areas where the Church’s conversion of heart and 
understanding must continue. A work both historical and prophetic, it calls us 
to keep the conciliar journey alive.” 

- Maureena Fritz, NDS, Prof. Emerita, University of St. Michael’s College, 
University of Toronto, and Founder of Bat Kol International 

Teresa Pirola, ThD is a writer and faith educator based in Sydney, 

Australia. She is founder of Light of Torah (Torah study resources 

for Christians, lightoftorah.net) and author of Catholic-Jewish 

Relations: Twelve Key Themes for Teaching & Preaching (Paulist 

Press/Stimulus, 2023).


