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Convergence and Asymmetry: Some Brief Observations on the Current State of 

Jewish-Christian Dialogue 

 

Michael Barnes begins his recently published Writing on Grace: A Theology of 

Dialogue with the examination of a pamphlet entitled Our Friends the Jews, or the 

Confessions of a Proselytiser, which was written in 1943 by the Jesuit priest Arthur Day 

(Barnes 2020, 1). He contrasts Day’s “classic supersessionism” with the approach of the 

Anglican theologian James Parkes, whom Barnes credits with “draw[ing] attention to 

how the language of competition and conflict embedded in historical accounts of the 

first-century history created the climate in which anti-semitism could flourish” (2020, 

5). In this historical sketch, Parkes is presented as the harbinger of a new approach to 

historical scholarship which has enabled a revision in the understanding of the 

relationship between Judaism and Christianity, in which “Christian scholars like Ed 

Sanders and James Dunn and Jewish historians like Danial Boyarin and Peter Schäfer 

have shifted the academic landscape from conflict to convergence” (Barnes 2020, 6).  

The convergence that Barnes highlights is a common theme in assessments of the 

state of Jewish-Christian relations, as is the tendency to trace its genealogy to scholarly 

reassessments of the relationship between the proto-Christian and proto-Rabbinic 

communities of the first century CE (Signer 2003). At the same time, this convergence is 

frequently represented as the desired outcome of Jewish-Christian dialogue (see, for 

examples, Cook 2003, Krell 2003, and Moran 2008). While the literature on Jewish-

Christian dialogue is vast and ever-expanding, very little of it questions the reality of 

convergence, or its presentation as an ultimately positive development between the two 

traditions. This article aims to fill that gap. 

I wish to be clear at the outset that by questioning a commonly held assumption 

within the dialogue community I am not wishing to undermine the dialogue project, to 

which I have dedicated nearly the entirety of my professional and personal life. Rather, 

by highlighting weaknesses and inconsistencies which arise from this assumption I 

hope to open a conversation which ultimately strengthens the relationship between 

Judaism and Christianity as two distinct religious communities. 

What follows is therefore a somewhat critical examination of the state of Jewish-

Christian dialogue as depicted in official documents, supported by a review of 45 

statements issued by various religious groups (Catholic, Protestant, Ecumenical, 
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Orthodox Christian, Jewish, and joint Jewish-Christian) archived on the official website 

of the International Council for Christians and Jews (jcrelations.net).1 In selecting this 

sample I limited it to statements regarding the status of Jewish-Christian dialogue at the 

point in time the statements were issued; it excludes both statements about inter-

religious relations in general and statements aimed at addressing particular issues or 

events, such as antisemitism, the role of the churches in the Holocaust, liturgical 

reforms pertaining to only one denomination, the Israel-Palestine conflict, 

acknowledgement of and response to the publication of documents by other groups, or 

the release of Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ. Statements issued by ICCJ itself 

were also excluded, due to the relatively high frequency with which they are issued, to 

avoid skewing the results. 

While documents do not reflect the full range of dialogue activity—indeed, their 

official nature very nearly guarantees that the positions expressed in them will lag 

considerably behind the understandings held by individuals who are routinely engaged 

in front-line dialogue work—they do an important job of recording the current status of 

institutional understanding at a given moment in time. This understanding, in turn, 

serves as the basis for education directed at individuals and communities for whom 

dialogue does not represent a major priority. Thus, it is the official documents which 

both record and advance the expectations from which dialogue activity proceeds. 

In the first section of this article I suggest that the dominant presentation of the 

history of Jewish-Christian dialogue ignores the pre-Holocaust history of Judaism’s 

involvement in dialogue, constructing a narrative where the vast majority of agency in 

the dialogue process belongs to Christian groups. In the second section, I focus 

particularly on two of the most recent and comprehensive documents issued by 

Christian organisations—the 2015 Vatican document The Gifts and the Calling of God are 

Irrevocable, and the 2019 Church of England document God’s Unfailing Word—to 

examine the way that the issues of scriptural inheritance and covenant have been 

framed within the dialogue programme; I argue that this framing does not adequately 

account for Jewish self-understanding.2 In the third section, I engage with the Catholic 

                                                                 
1 For a complete list of the statements consulted, see the Appendix to this article. 
2 This phrase is used with a high degree of caution, given that my other critique of the current state of 
dialogue—not developed in the present article, for reasons of length and focus—is the inadequate 
recognition of the diversity of belief and practice within Judaism. I am not by any means suggesting that 
there is a single consistent Jewish self-understanding. I am suggesting that Jews have understandings of 
Judaism which are insufficiently acknowledged in these documents. 

http://jcrelations.net/
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theologian Gavin D’Costa’s work on the logical implications of The Gifts and the Calling 

of God are Irrevocable for the future of Catholic-Jewish dialogue, in order to highlight the 

potential severity of the gaps opened up between Jewish self-understanding and the 

Judaism presented in official church documents—although I return again to God’s 

Unfailing Word to suggest that these issues are not limited to Catholic-Jewish dialogue 

(as has sometimes been suggested when I have raised these issues at gatherings where 

the majority have inclined to Protestantism) but persist across a wider spectrum of 

Jewish-Christian dialogue.  

 

II. Narrating the History of Jewish-Christian Dialogue 

 

It is common for church documents pertaining to Jewish-Christian dialogue to open 

with some recounting of the history of the relationship between the two. In the sample 

reviewed, 25 statements feature a recounting of the history of relationship between 

Judaism and Christianity within the first 25% of the document;3 a further 6 contain 

historical discussion at a later point. Such summaries play a very specific role in the 

programme of dialogue-as-peacebuilding to which these documents belong. To narrate 

a set of events as a history is to assert them as historical, as belonging to the past; 

asserting the historicity of facts is denying them a place in ongoing reality. To say that 

“This is the way it was there and then” is also to utter the implication that “This is not 

the way we are now and here.” As such, the historical section within dialogue 

documents functions to introduce a separation between the history of the relationship 

of the two religions and their current relationship. It narrates the primary concerns of 

the dialogue programme—supersessionism, anti-Judaism, anti-Semitism—into the past, 

thereby excluding them from the understanding of the present which their readers 

carry with them in their consideration of the documents.  

It is significant, then, that almost all of the historical narratives in documents 

pertaining to Jewish-Christian relations tell the story from the Christian point of view,4 

which may be rather different from the way it would be understood by Jews. An 

                                                                 
3 The length of this recounting is proportional to the documents themselves, ranging from a sentence or 
two to several pages. This count excludes documents which refer only to the recent history of documents 
issued by the same denomination or organisation. 
4 The sole exception to this is the Orthodox Rabbinic Statement on Christianity, “To Do The Will of Our 
Father in Heaven” (CJCUC 2015). 
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accounting of Jewish involvement with dialogue must focus first on the activities of the 

Reform movement, bearing in mind that the German Reform movement began primarily 

as a collection of liturgical reforms, aimed at introducing a sense of gravitas to the 

traditional synagogue service—which is to say, aimed at importing a Christian aesthetic 

into Jewish worship, with the introduction of silent prayer, organ music and vernacular 

sermons, in order to make Jewish piety intelligible and non-threatening to their 

Christian neighbours (Meyer 1995, 45–7).5 

While it’s true that scholars such as Michael Meyer have emphasised the lack of a 

coherent ideological programme underpinning the early German liturgical reforms 

(1995, x–xi; see also Batnitzky 2011, 36–40 and Hartman 2007, 106), such emphasis 

neglects the degree to which aesthetic choices are always ideological.6 That said, the 

doctrinal programme of the Reform movement was not fully articulated until the 

publication of the Pittsburgh Platform in 1885 (Meyer 1995, 265–70), which 

emphasised the universal character of Jewish ethics and specifically disclaimed “all such 

Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly purity, and dress”, as well as “such 

ceremonies […] as are not adapted to the views and habits of modern civilization” 

(CCAR 1885, articles 4 and 3). The Pittsburgh Platform is, then, best understood as the 

apotheosis of over 200 years of transformational inter-religious dialogue. It is utterly 

unsurprising that every address on Judaism given at the 1893 Parliament of Religions in 

Chicago was presented by a member of the Reform movement.7    

In light of this history, as abbreviated as the above account has been, we must regard 

the historical narratives put forward in the documents of Jewish-Christian dialogue with 

some degree of surprise. The vast majority of these documents are written by Christian 

groups, for Christian audiences, with little apparent input from Jewish dialogue 

partners. Implicitly or explicitly, most of these documents identify the Holocaust as the 

primary motivation behind engagement in dialogue.8 One effect of this framing is to 

                                                                 
5 I am constraining myself to the single recent example of the Reform movement’s liturgical reforms for 
the sake of space, but there is a much longer history of transformative inter-religious exchange shaping 
Jewish practice. David Biale, for example, argues for an understanding of the entirety of Jewish history as 
fundamentally shaped by similar patterns of exchange between Jewish communities and the cultures 
which surrounded them, which in Europe have been primarily Christian (2002, xvii-xxiii). 
6 Effron 2016, 46–48, has a particularly interesting discussion of the aesthetic ideology of the early 19th 
century liturgical reforms. 
7 Burkeman 2004 maintains that even today “most Jews involved in dialogue are Reform” (114–5); while 
this may be the case in terms of individual and grassroots involvement, this involvement is not well 
reflected in the documentary history under review here. 
8 34 of the 43 statements reviewed clearly identified the Holocaust as a major motivating factor in 
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imply a pre-Holocaust history of separation between Judaism and Christianity; Jewish 

involvement in dialogue projects prior to this point is effectively erased. This permits 

Christian groups to frame the dialogue process as a new enterprise proactively 

undertaken in response to the shock of history. This is the case with, for example, the 

1947 Seelisberg Ecumenical Address (ICCJ 1947), which was the first major statement 

issued regarding post-Holocaust relations between Christians and Jews, and which 

remains foundational for Protestant-Jewish dialogue (Simpson and Weyl [2009]; 

Rutishauser 2007). 

The Seelisberg Address concluded with ten points of action for churches, aimed at 

rooting out the remnants of the adversos tradition which had continued to inflect 

Christian theology into the twentieth century and which post-Holocaust theologians 

perceived as contributing to a cultural context in which the Holocaust could have 

occurred. However, in spite of aiming towards eliminating antisemitism from Christian 

theology, the Seelisberg address nevertheless went to some pains to bracket 

Christianity from any direct responsibility, characterising the Holocaust as an outbreak 

of racial violence in clear contradiction to Christian teaching: 

The Christian Churches have indeed always affirmed the un-Christian character of 
antisemitism, as of all forms of racial hatred, but this has not sufficed to prevent the 
manifestation among Christians, in various forms, of an undiscriminating racial 
hatred of the Jews as a people.  
This would have been impossible if all Christians had been true to the teaching of 
Jesus Christ on the mercy of God and love of one’s neighbour. But this faithfulness 
should also involve clear-sighted willingness to avoid any presentation and 
conception of the Christian message which would support antisemitism under 
whatever form. We must recognise, unfortunately, that this vigilant willingness has 
often been lacking. (ICCJ 1947) 
 

While the ten points of action which conclude the Seelisberg Address direct 

Christians towards pastoral actions against anti-Semitism (e.g., “Remember that Jesus 

was born of a Jewish mother… Avoid using the word Jews in the exclusive sense of the 

enemies of Jesus…”), the framing of the document presents these as doctrinal lapses, 

points at which certain members of the Church have departed from the purity of Christ’s 

teachings; if the Church as a whole has erred, it is through inattention to such occasional 

slips. The “notion that the Jewish people are reprobate, accursed, reserved for a destiny 

of suffering” is marked out as a mere superstition, which, again, the recipients of the 

                                                                 
engagement with dialogue. 



 

6 

address are enjoined to avoid (ICCJ 1947).  

Article 4 of Nostra Aetate (Second Vatican Council 1965), which is widely seen as the 

programmatic statement for Christian-Jewish dialogue, largely follows Seelisburg’s lead, 

with language that “decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed 

against Jews at any time and by anyone” while cloaking its more radical 

pronouncements on the fraternal bond between Judaism and Christianity and the 

unshakable continuity of the Mosaic covenant in the language of doctrinal continuity. 

Drawing heavily upon the Pauline epistles, Article 4 asserted both the importance of the 

Abrahamic Covenant within the Church’s own history of salvation, as well as its 

continued validity: “God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does 

not repent of the gifts He makes or of the calls He issues”. The idea of the Church as “the 

new people of God” is given equal weight with the admonishment that “the Jews should 

not be presented as rejected or accursed by God”.  

One would not wish to understate the importance of the statements on Jewish 

collective guilt within Article 4 as a repudiation of the adversos iudaios tradition, and it 

is these statements which are most frequently cited in discussions of the impact of 

Nostra Aetate—but they occupy a relatively small place within the document as a whole. 

Article 4’s emphasis is on a re-thinking of the Church’s own salvation history, 

emphasising the place of Judaism within it, making an early and therefore not 

completely fleshed out move towards the convergence narrative identified by Barnes as 

characteristic of 20th century Jewish-Christian dialogue. The convergence here is 

backwards-looking: the Catholic Church wishes to emphasise the bond which always 

has existed between Christianity and Judaism.9 However, this emphasis on continuity 

comes at the cost of acknowledging a history in which Jews have also exercised agency 

in defining our own tradition and relationship to Christianity—and this idea has 

consequently been slow to emerge as a concern within the programme of dialogue that 

has followed on from Nostra Aetate. Recent documents of Jewish-Christian dialogue 

show very little evidence that Jewish criticisms and concerns have been heard and 

responded to in a productive way; at best, Jewish critiques are taken up and re-cast as 

positive evidence of engagement/friendship (as in Justin Welby’s response to Ephraim 

Mirvis’s rather pointed criticism of God’s Unfailing Word; see FOC 2019, xi–xii, in 

                                                                 
9 Indeed, Katharina von Kellenbach reads Nostra Aetate as not just glossing over but completely 
dependent “on the deliberate denial of centuries of Christian anti-Jewish teachings” (2020, 8). 
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reference to the Afterword written by Mirvis).  

 

III. Recent Trends in Jewish-Christian Dialogue 

 

Two recently released documents demonstrate the impact the of the legacy of Nostra 

Aetate on the current status of Christian-Jewish dialogue: the 2015 document The Gifts 

and the Calling of God are Irrevocable, released by the Commission for Religious Relations 

with the Jews on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Nostra Aetate Article 4 (hereafter, 

Gifts; CRRJ 2015), and the 2019 document God’s Unfailing Word: Theological and Practical 

Perspectives on Jewish-Christian Relations, released by the Faith and Order Commission of 

the Church of England. While these documents come from different denominational 

perspectives, they share a number of similarities in approach, such that attending to them 

together may permit some cautious general statements on the current state of Christian-

Jewish dialogue. The Gifts document presents itself as evidence of the progress the 

dialogue process has made over the past five decades, underpinned in part by the 

theology of religion suggested in Nostra Aetate, but augmented by the active participation 

of Jewish dialogue partners; the history of this active engagement is recounted in 

paragraphs 8-13 of the document. A similar shift can be seen in God’s Unfailing Word, 

which includes a response from Ephraim Mirvis, the Chief Rabbi of the United Kingdom 

alongside the document itself.  However, the documents’ treatment of key issues such as 

covenant and the unity of the scriptural traditions underlying Judaism and Christianity 

suggest that Jewish concerns continue to be secondary to churches’ wrestling with their 

own doctrinal concerns.  

Gifts makes an explicit claim for a special theological status pertaining to Jewish-

Christian dialogue, asserting that ““[d]ialogue between Jews and Christians […] can only 

be termed ‘interreligious dialogue’ by analogy” (CRRJ 2015, Paragraph 15). While the 

bluntness of the assertion is unusual, the basis of the claim is not unique to that single 

document. The majority of documents in the sample accept that Jewish-Christian 

dialogue is premised to some degree upon the assumption of a shared scriptural 

inheritance, and the vision of dialogue presented thereby is largely a vision of discussion 

about the meaning of a shared text.10 However, a textually centred approach to the study 

                                                                 
10 While the idea of shared scripture is present, to greater or lesser extent, in nearly every document in 
the sample, this should be distinguished from a presentation of Judaism as a primarily or exclusively 
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of religion has been widely critiqued within the discipline of religious studies as a variety 

of methodological reductionism; it fails to account for even so much as variability in the 

role the text plays in the life of a religious community, or variable modes of interaction 

with the text, let alone questions of praxis, social interaction, sensory or experiential data 

which contribute to a far more robust understanding of the world of belief which a 

religious system comprises for its adherents.11 An approach to the study of religion which 

is further limited, to only the central-most text (or closed canon of texts)—which is to say, 

a scripturally-centred approach to religious understanding—is reductive a fortiori.12  

This is not merely an academic complaint about method; this approach has serious 

consequences for the dialogue project. The “shared scripture” which underpins “Gifts”’s 

claim for a unique relationship between Judaism and Christianity is not actually shared 

in any meaningful sense. While the Tanach and the Christian Old Testament contain 

roughly the same material, the order in which it is presented is radically different: the 

Tanach presents the prophetic literature (Nevi’im) in its second section, placing it 

chronologically prior to the Babylonian Exile; it concludes with the post-Exilic narratives 

of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles. The final lines of the Tanach signal a redemption, a 

renewal of the covenant: "Thus said King Cyrus of Persia: The LORD God of Heaven has 

given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and has charged me with building Him a House in 

Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Any one of you of all His people, the LORD his God be with 

him and let him go up” (2 Chronicles 36:23, JPS Tanach) The Old Testament moves the 

majority of the final section of the Tanach (Chesuvim) to before the prophetic literature, 

so that its narrative concludes with the prophet Malachi foretelling the coming of the 

“great and terrible day of the Lord”, but promising the return of the prophet Elijah to 

“turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so 

that I will not come and strike the land with a curse”, an eventual Messianic redemption 

which Christians believe is fulfilled in the New Testament (Malachi 4:5-6, NRSV). Treating 

                                                                 
textual tradition. This presentation has been the dominant theme in Vatican documents issued in the last 
50 years, as detailed in CRRJ 2015, Paragraphs 5-7, but is less consistent across the other documents 
reviewed, although in many cases this is because there is not enough actually said about Judaism to draw 
conclusions about the authors’ understanding of it as a religious tradition outside of its immediate 
relationship to Christianity. 
11 For a lengthier critique of textual reductionism, see Blackburn 2011. For further insight into the turn 
away from textually focused study of religion, also see Masuzawa 2005, Harvey 2013, Fitzgerald 2000, 
and Owen 2011. 
12 For example, only 10 of the 43 documents in the larger sample make mention of the Talmud—and two 
of these are documents which originate from Jewish groups. The majority of these are single references; 
only three documents enter into a discussion of the significance of the Talmud to Judaism. 
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the two texts as identical positions Jesus as the answer to a question that Hebrew 

scripture quite literally never asked.  

Failing to acknowledge this, both Gifts and God’s Unfailing Word13 fold the two texts 

together in order to support their insistence that “[t]here cannot be two ways of 

salvation” (CRRJ 2015, paragraph 37), and that coming to a shared understanding of the 

single path to salvation is the main task of Jewish-Christian dialogue. God’s Unfailing Word 

lays out four potential approaches to the problem—“four broad positions might be 

identified that would have some degree of purchase among Christians today as well as 

support from theologians in the past” (FOC 2019, 29). These are (1) unqualified denial of 

the ongoing validity of (what the authors of the document understand to be) Jewish self-

understanding as God’s chosen people14 (2) acceptance qualified with some correction, in 

which the “chosenness” of the Jewish people remains but at the same time Jews who 

remain Jewish must be viewed as acting contrary to God’s will that all people enter into 

the covenant renewed by Christ (3) acknowledgement of the mystery through which 

Jewish chosenness is both unaltered and also fulfilled in Christ and (4) unqualified 

affirmation of Jewish chosenness (FOC 2019, 29–32). The document argues that there is 

“a clear case for preferring approaches that fall within the range of the second and third 

responses” (FOC 2019, 39).  

The language of chosenness deployed here is itself problematic, as it frequently 

appears in such documents without ever being defined.15 Within Jewish discourse, 

chosenness tends to refer to the covenantal relationship between the Jews and God—a 

particular set of responsibilities, as detailed in the Mosaic covenant recorded in the Torah 

and clarified over subsequent centuries of Rabbinic interpretation, borne by Jews see 

especially Atlan 2009). As Arnold Eisen phrases it in his monumental study The Chosen 

                                                                 
13 God’s Unfailing Word does acknowledge this point in its chapter on “The Land of Israel” (FOC 2019, 84–
5), but fails to incorporate tie critique into its presentation of the “shared scriptural heritage” elsewhere 
in the document. 

Notably, Dabru Emet, the 2000 statement from the National Jewish Scholars Project, fully accepts the 
framing of the Tanakh and Old Testament as “the same book” (NJSP 2000). 
14 See Eisen 1983, 13ff, and 108–10. Leyla Gurkan’s study of the various meanings attributed to 
chosenness within Jewish religious thought is relevant here; particularly notable is her observation that 
the theology of Chabad Lubavitch sees chosenness as pertaining specifically to material embodiment 
rather than a spiritual state (2009, 165). Other accounts may be found in Frank 1993. 
15 15 of the statements in the sample use the language of “chosenness” to refer to the Jewish people, 
although notably it occurs in none of the statements authored by Jewish groups. Two statements use the 
language of chosenness to refer specifically to the election of the Church as the new people of God: The 
Commission on Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches 1967 and Leuenberg Church Fellowship 
2001, II 2.5. 
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People in America, “Chosen ones […] are asked to signify their chosenness by choosing: by 

selecting that which God would choose—life, the good way—rather than the alternatives” 

(1983, 13). By this understanding, what God’s Unfailing Word is asking is really: “Do Jews 

still have special obligations to God?”  

Gifts discusses covenant extensively, but uses the language of “Old” and “New” 

covenants, deliberately folding the Noahide, Abrahamic, and Mosaic covenants together, 

claiming that the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants “had been extended in the covenant 

with Noah, with the rainbow as its sign […] to the whole of creation” (CRRJ 2015, 

paragraph 32), and that this universal covenant is the basis of the New Covenant, which 

“can never replace the Old but presupposes it and gives it a new dimension of meaning” 

(CRRJ 2015, paragraph 27). While the document emphasises multiple times that no 

aspect of the universalised “Old Covenant” can be regarded as revoked as superseded, the 

component of that covenant to which Gifts attends specifically is not the Mosaic covenant, 

which underpins the basic structure of Jewish religious distinctiveness, but the 

Abrahamic covenant. It justifies its choice by highlighting the particular relevance of the 

Abrahamic covenant to Christian faith—“the Church without Israel would be in danger of 

losing its locus in the history of salvation”—and by positing the Abrahamic covenant as 

an important corrective to Jewish particularity—“By the same token, Jews could with 

regard to the Abrahamic covenant arrive at the insight that Israel without the Church 

would be in danger of remaining too particularist and of failing to grasp the universality 

of its experience of God”(CRRJ 2015, paragraph 33). Similarly, while God’s Unfailing Word 

offers a wider range of understandings of covenant, its only mention of the Mosaic 

covenant is in relation to the fourth understanding of chosenness. This fourth option 

affirms a continuing validity of the Mosaic covenant alongside the covenant through 

Christ, both of which are rooted, ultimately, in the Abrahamic covenant (FOC 2019, 31). 

However, this position is one that the document ultimately rejects as viable within the 

normative doctrine of the Church of England, and elsewhere the document reverts 

primarily to the language of God’s (singular) covenant. 

It is useful here to refer to the 2015 Orthodox Rabbinic Statement on Christianity, “To 

Do the Will of Our Father in Heaven”, which was the first consensus statement on Jewish-

Christian dialogue from religious leaders in Orthodox Judaism. The statement, issued 

(along with Gifts) on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Nostra Aetate, is subtle in its 

phrasing but nonetheless decisive in its refutation of Christian claims to a single covenant. 
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This is particularly evident in Article 6, which reads in its entirety: 

Our partnership in no way minimizes the ongoing differences between the two 
communities and two religions. We believe that G-d employs many messengers to 
reveal His truth, while we affirm the fundamental ethical obligations that all people 
have before G-d that Judaism has always taught through the universal Noahide 
covenant. (CJCUC 2015) 
 
While the document does not engage in a direct contestation of the claims forwarded 

by such statements as Nostra Aetate and Gifts, its authors can hardly have missed the 

emphasis those documents placed on direct inheritance of the Abrahamic covenant. It is 

therefore significant that they choose not to echo that emphasis, but instead to put 

forward the Noahide covenant as the basis of an inter-religious partnership.16 There are 

several potential reasons for this emphasis. First, as the document states, the Noahide 

covenant is universally binding, because it is inherited by all descendants of Noah (BT 

Sanhedrin 56a). The Abrahamic covenant is considered within Judaism to be inherited by 

all descendants of Abraham, while Christians believe that one of the ways in which Christ 

transforms the covenant is to permit gentiles to be “grafted in” (Romans 11:17). What 

precisely this grafting entails is another issue, as for Jews (and Muslims) the central 

obligation of the Abrahamic covenant are monotheism and circumcision (Genesis 17:10-

14), and Christianity explicitly rejects the latter (Romans 2:27-29).  

Leaving aside the vexed question of whether Christians are in fact inheritors of the 

Abrahamic covenant or not, then, according to one fairly prevalent Jewish understanding 

they are certainly not adhering to its obligations, and so there is a rather extreme degree 

of politeness at work in the choice to focus discussion on the universally inherited 

Noahide covenant. This sidestepping of a potentially divisive issue is consistent with the 

document’s treatment of other theological claims put forward in Gifts, and indeed its 

sidestepping of theology in general. Instead, To Do the Will of Our Father in Heaven places 

its emphasis on areas of shared, practical concern, such as “life, family, compassionate 

righteousness, justice, inalienable freedom, universal love and ultimate world peace” 

(CJCUC 2015, paragraph 5). This is consistent with the position outlined by Joseph 

Soloveitchik in his 1964 essay “Confrontation”, a response to an early draft of Nostra 

                                                                 
16 The ambiguity of the reference to “the ethical monotheism of Abraham” in CJCUC 2015, paragraph 5, 
should be fully appreciated: while it could be interpreted as a reference to the Abrahamic covenant, it very 
carefully refrains from using the word covenant, presenting monotheism as a shared concern, as a 
practice or worldview, rather than as a shared inheritance. Similarly, the reference to the “common 
covenantal mission to perfect the world” in CJCUC 2015, paragraph 4, very carefully avoids identifying 
which covenant is the basis of this common mission. 
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Aetate, in which he cited both the historically unequal power relationship between the 

two religious communities and the basic incompatibility of their metaphysical 

presuppositions as strong reasons for Jews to refrain from participation in dialogue on 

the terms set by the Church.17  

 

IV. Asymmetry 

 

God’s Unfailing Word does not contain any reference to To Do the Will of Our Father in 

Heaven. Nor does it contain reference to the 2002 document Dabru Emet, which had 

previously been the main Jewish contribution to the dialogue project. In fact, of the 

sample reviewed only three statements from a Christian group made direct reference to 

any document issued by a Jewish group (and all these references were, in fact, to Dabru 

Emet).18 Of course, if the sample had included statements that were issued in direct 

response to other formal statements these numbers would tell a rather different story; 

Dabru Emet hardly went unacknowledged—but there is also little sign that it generated 

a perceptible shift in thought among the Christian bodies which received it. 

Dabru Emet appeared as a full page advertisement in the New York Times on Sunday, 

10 September 2000.19 Its main authors were four Jewish academics who are well-known 

for their involvement in Jewish-Christian dialogue; although the signatories include a 

large number of Rabbis, mostly from Reform, Reconstructionist, and Conservative 

congregations (although there are also a small number signatures from Orthodox rabbis), 

it is explicitly not an official statement by a Jewish religious body. Neither, for that matter, 

is To Do the Will of Our Father in Heaven—although it is important to be aware that 

Orthodox Judaism does not have the same structure of centralised authority as do most 

Christian and non-Orthodox denominations,20 and that, as suggested by Danny 

                                                                 
17 For a discussion of the significance of Soloveitchik’s thought to Orthodox engagement in dialogue, see 
Rosen 2012. 
18 Granted that Jewish statements appear considerably later in the process than Christian statements—
but of the sample reviewed, 17 statements from Christian groups were published after Dabru Emet. 
19 10 September is the date recorded on the archive of the National Jewish Scholars Project, the group 
immediately responsible for the statement; see NJSP 2000. Signer 2003 records a date of 11 October, 
which was a Wednesday. Given the considerably higher circulation of the Sunday edition the September 
date seems rather more plausible. 
20 The office of the Chief Rabbi is frequently misunderstood (particularly in Britain) as serving the same 
leadership function as that of the Pope or the Archbishop of Canterbury; in fact, it originated as a 
Victorian-era political institution. See Alderman 1990; Persoff 2008; and Freud-Kandel 2015. But also see 
Catane 2020 for an argument about the unique status of the Israeli Chief Rabbi and the role of that 
particular office in Jewish-Christian dialogue. 
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Burkeman, “the medium of issuing statements for advancing Jewish–Christian dialogue 

is one that remains foreign to Judaism” (2004, 121). While the unofficial nature of Jewish 

documentary contributions to the dialogue project may serve as an explanation for the 

extent to which they have been ignored in the official statements of Christian groups, to 

simply accept such an explanation glosses over the way that such structural asymmetries 

shape the dialogue project.  

The effect of these structural asymmetries is particularly conspicuous in discussions 

following on from Gifts concerning the involvement of messianic Jews in the dialogue 

process.21 This is an outworking of the logic of convergence: if Judaism and Christianity 

are really two expressions of the same basic relationship to God which both stand to 

benefit from a dialogue in which each learns from the other about how to best fulfil that 

relationship, then surely (so goes the argument) messianic Judaism can serve as one 

example of how such mutual benefit might look in practice. In God’s Unfailing Word, the 

“doubly marginalized” history of Messianic Jews is raised at the very end of the chapter 

which addresses theological approaches to evangelism, though it is immediately 

dismissed as outside the scope of the discussion (Faith and Order Commission 2019, 59). 

The issue also merited a full chapter in the 2001 document Sharing One Hope?: The Church 

of England and Christian-Jewish Relations (Inter Faith Consultative Group 2001, 17–8). 

The question of the status of Messianic Jews is also raised by the Catholic theologian Gavin 

D’Costa in his reflection on Gifts (2017b), and repeated in several publications since 

then.22 D’Costa frames this as, in the first instance, a question of the Church’s internal 

practice: “If Gifts is taken at face value, it would imply that the ceremonial law of Israel is 

still valid, because it is irrevocable” (2017b, 102). Because of this, D’Costa argues that the 

Catholic Church should acknowledge the validity of “Hebrew Christians” within the 

church.  

However, within the same article he takes a step further, acknowledging that the 

question of “Yeshua Jews” is problematic for Jews, and that in following the logic of Gifts 

“the Catholic Church risk[s] a break of good relations with Orthodox Judaism by accepting 

the validity of Messianic Jews, especially those […] who seek communion with Rome” 

                                                                 
21 For an account of the history and belief structure of Messianic Judaism see Shapiro 2012 and Kollontai 
2004; for an account of the positioning of Messianic Jews within Jewish-Christian dialogue see Ariel 2012. 
22 D’Costa’s interest in the question of Messianic Jews seems to arise from his reading of Mark S. Kinzer, 
Searching Her Own Mystery: Nostra Aetate, the Jewish People, and the Identity of the Church (2015), which 
he reviewed (D’Costa 2017a) and has cited frequently since. See also D’Costa 2018a, 2018b, and 2019. 
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(D’Costa 2017b, 102). To accept D’Costa’s reasoning one must assume either that 

Orthodox Jews are deeply concerned with the internal structures of the Catholic Church 

(which seems highly unlikely) or that what is being suggested is not that the Church 

recognise the validity of “Hebrew” practices within its liturgical life, but rather that it 

recognise the validity of Messianic Jews’ claim to Jewishness.23 There is cause for 

considerable concern, then, regarding D’Costa’s view that “The logic of the present 

Catholic position, diplomacy and numbers aside, demands equal attention to both 

Orthodox Jews and Messianic Jews--and primarily in my view, the promotion of Hebrew 

Catholics who wish to practise Torah” (2017b, 102). In less than a page, convergence has 

moved from a change in the Church’s own practice to a suggestion that the Church ought 

to prioritise a shift in the boundaries of normative Jewish practice over the relationship-

building that has been the putative goal of the dialogue project. 

This is an extreme reading of D’Costa’s position, and one which I suspect that he 

himself would resist, recognising how disastrous such a trajectory would be to the 

dialogic relationship. I present it in these terms in order to highlight the fact that there is 

nothing in D’Costa’s own reasoning—save for a quickly brushed-aside concern for 

“diplomacy and numbers”—which actually counters such a reading. His logic follows on 

impeccably from the document itself. If Christianity and Judaism are not two distinct 

ways of relating to God but in fact two inseparable yet mysteriously related aspects of a 

single covenant, and if the Mosaic covenant is itself irrevocable, then of course Catholics 

must believe that the Catholic Church wields some authority over Judaism, even if that 

authority is expressed in the first instance by assertions of the ongoing validity of Jewish 

belief and practice, and even if that authority is never actually expressed in any other 

way. Following D’Costa’s analysis points to the single most difficult issue in Jewish-

Christian dialogue today, which is not the interpretation of scripture, or the 

understanding of covenant, but power: who has it, and how they seek to protect it.  

 

V. Conclusion 

 

While the dialogue project has made great strides over the past 70 years, the 

                                                                 
23 For an important corrective to Kinzer’s claim—uncritically accepted by D’Costa—that Messianic Jews 
are individuals of Jewish ancestry who believe in Jesus but wish to retain adherence to Mosaic 
“ceremonial law”, see Kaell 2015 and 2020, and Imhoff and Kaell 2017. 
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document trail demonstrates that it remains in large part a project of Christian churches 

coming to terms with their own history and doctrine. As a consequence, the issues 

which Christian groups consider central to dialogue, and the ways in which these issues 

are understood, may not be entirely recognisable to Jews. Jewish groups are 

increasingly contributing to the archive of official documents pertaining to dialogue, but 

these contributions have garnered very little response. Further, Judaism’s lack of 

institutional structures which are legible to Christians, combined with a lack of clarity 

within Christian groups about where the boundaries of normative Judaism lie, opens up 

a risk of increasingly serious misunderstandings being perpetuated through the 

dialogue process. 

As Edward Kessler wrote in his analysis of Dabru Emet, “It takes a high degree of 

maturity to let opposites co-exist without pretending that they can be made compatible” 

(Kessler 2002, 484). The project of Jewish-Christian dialogue has, by this metric, not yet 

reached maturity. 

 

Appendix: List of Surveyed Statements on Jewish and Christian Relations 

 

Each of the statements may be found archived  either as full text or links at the 
“Statements” page of the Jewish-Christian Relations website: 
https://www.jcrelations.net/statements.html. Any statement directly referred to in the 
body of this article has a full reference in the biography. 
 
In total, the sample comprises: 
Protestant: 24 (of which Lutheran: 11; United/Uniting Churches: 4; Anglican/Episcopal: 
2; Baptist: 3; Ecumenical Protestant groups: 3; Methodist: 1; Presbyterian: 1) 
Catholic: 8 
Orthodox Christian: 1 
Ecumenical: 8 (of which 5 are issued by the World Council of Churches) 
Jewish: 3 
 
The statements reviewed, listed in chronological order, are: 
 
Protestant: 
General Convention of the Episcopal Church (USA). 14 December 1979 . “Christian-

Jewish Dialogue”  
Synod of the Evangelical Church of the Rhineland, Germany. 30 January 1980. “Towards 

Renovation of the Relationship of Christians and Jews,”  
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. 17 April 1994. “Declaration of the Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America to the Jewish Community”  
Alliance of Baptists. 4 March 1995. “Statement on Jewish-Christian Relations,”  
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada, Statement “To the Jewish Community in 
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Canada,” 16 July 1995  
British Columbia Conference of the United Church of Canada Resolution No. BC-71-01. 4 

May 1996. “A call to do something about possible anti-Jewish feelings within the 
Church”  

Southern Baptist Convention. 13 June 1996. “Resolution on Jewish Evangelism,”  
Council of Presidents of the Lutheran Church of Australia. 29 September 1996. 

“Lutherans and the Jews”  
General Conference of the United Methodist Church (USA). 14 December 1996. 

“Building New Bridges in Hope”  
Task Group on Jewish-Christian Relations, Uniting Church in Australia. 30 July 1997. 

“Inviting the Uniting Church in Australia to Ongoing Dialogue with the Jewish 
Community”  

The Evangelical [Protestant] Churches in Austria. 4 November 1998. “Time to Turn”  
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. 15 November 1998. “Guidelines for Lutheran-

Jewish Relations”  
Lutheran Church of Bavaria. 27 November 1998. “Christians and Jews”  
Evangelical Church in Germany, Ninth Synod. 9 November 2000. “Christians and Jews: A 

Manifesto 50 Years after the Weissensee Declaration”  
Leuenberg Church Fellowship. 23 June 2001. “Church and Israel: A Contribution from 

the Reformation Churches in Europe to the Relationship between Christians and 
Jews”  

Synod of the North Elbian Evangelical Lutheran Church. 21 September 2001. “Christians 
and Jews”  

Church of Sweden. 31 May 2003. “The Ways of God: Judaism and Christianity”  
Alliance of Baptists. 31 August 2003. “A Statement on Jewish-Christian Relations”  
The United Church of Canada. 31 August 2003. “Bearing Faithful Witness: Statement on 

United Church-Jewish Relations Today”  
Uniting Church in Australia. 29 March 2010. “Jews and Judaism”  
EUR/D. 30 June 2011. “International Conference on the State of Relations between 

Christians and Jews” 
Community of Protestant Churches in Europe. 30 November 2012. “On the relationship 

of the Protestant churches of Europe to Judaism”  
Presbytery of Chicago, Presbyterian Church (USA). 21 November 2015. “…in our time…’ 

A statement on relations between the Presbytery of Chicago and the Jewish 
community in metropolitan Chicago”  

Synod of the Evangelical Church in Germany. 30 November 2016. “…he keeps faith 
forever (Psalm 146:6): A Declaration concerning Christians and Jews as Witnesses 
of God’s Faithfulness”  

Church of England. 1 December 2019. God’s Unfailing Word: Theological and Practical 
Perspectives on Christian-Jewish Relations. 

 
Catholic: 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, USA. 29 November 1975. “Statement on 

Catholic-Jewish Relations”  
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, USA. 9 April 1985. “Guidelines for Catholic-

Jewish Relations”  
Australian Catholic Bishops Conference Committee for Ecumenical and Interfaith 

Relations. 29 November 1992. “The Faithfulness of the Lord endures for ever: 
Guidelines for Catholic-Jewish Relations”  



 

17 

Catholic Bishops of the Netherlands. 14 December 1995. “Supported by One Root: Our 
Relationship to Judaism”  

Episcopal Commission for Ecumenism, Permanent Council of the Canadian Conference 
of Catholic Bishops. 13 October 2000. “Jubliee: Renewing our Common bonds with 
the Jewish Community”  

Pontifical Biblical Commission. 1 July 2003. “The Jewish People and their Sacred 
Scriptures in the Christian Bible”  

Central Committee of German Catholics. 13 April 2005. “Jews and Christians in 
Germany: Responsibility in Today’s Pluralistic Society”  

Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews. 31 December 2015. “The Gifts and 
the Calling of God are Irrevocable” 

 
Orthodox Christian: 
Christian Round Table of Eastern Orthodox Priests visiting Jerusalem. 31 May 2007. “To 

Recognize Christ in His People”  
 
Ecumenical: 
First Assembly of the World Council of Churches. 4 September 1949. “The Christian 

Approach to Jews”  
The Commission on Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches. August 1967. 

“The Church and the Jewish People”  
World Council of Churches. 15 July 1982. “Ecumenical Considerations on Jewish-

Christian Dialogue”  
Consultation on the Church and the Jewish People, World Council of Churches. 4 

November 1988. “The Churches and the Jewish People: Toward a New 
Understanding”  

Central Committee of the World Council of Churches. 30 August 1992. “Christian-Jewish 
Dialogue Beyond Canberra ’91”  

Interdenominational Group, Milan. 29 June 1997. “TESHUVA - Turning: Letter to the 
delegates of the Second European Ecumenical Conference 23-29 June 1997 in Graz 
(Austria) of the Interdenominational Group, Milan, Italy”  

New York Lutheran, Anglican, Roman Catholic Bishops. 25 June 1996. “Statement on 
Christian-Jewish Dialogue”  

Christian Scholars Group on Christian-Jewish Relations (USA). 1 September 2002. “A 
SACRED OBLIGATION: Rethinking Christian Faith in Relation to Judaism and the 
Jewish People”  

 
Jewish: 
National Jewish Scholars Project. 14 July 2002. “Dabru Emet: A Jewish Statement on 

Christians and Christianity,”  
[Center for Jewish–Christian Understanding and Cooperation] 31 December 2015. “To 

Do the Will of Our Father in Heaven: Toward a Partnership Between Jews and 
Christians” 

The Conference of European Rabbis and the Rabbinical Council of America. 31 January 
2017, “Between Jerusalem and Rome”  
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