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Christian Jewish relations are facing, I believe, their greatest challenge since the Second Vatican Council when, faced with the horrors of Auschwitz only 20 years before, the modest declarations of Nostra Aetate came like a Sinai moment. Its message was clear, even if the details took a little longer to work out; Christians must reject centuries of anti-Judaic rhetoric and enter into a new relationship with Jews. 

From the decades of dialogue which have followed, Jews and Christians now live amicably and respectfully together – for the most part. We still ‘get it wrong’, failing to understand or allow for each other, but the spectre of antisemitism has largely departed the Church. Ironically, we have learnt to work with our greatest point of difference, Jesus Christ. However, the one topic which threatens to derail all our best efforts is that of how we relate to the State of Israel. 

When Christians visit Palestinian brothers and sisters in the region, we feel called to stand alongside them, to acknowledge the divine requirement according to the prophet Micah – to do justice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with our God. We have no such imperative on which we can all so easily agree when it comes to the State of Israel. For Jews, the land of Israel, however its borders are defined (but always including Jerusalem), is at once precious and fragile. It is precious as a bolt-hole, as a place where a Jew can feel part of the majority and as the geographical focus of liturgy and history. Its fragility derives from the overwhelming fear – rational or otherwise - that all the weapons in the international arsenal cannot prevent its destruction if and when its enemies choose.

Christian approaches are more complex. For many, the biblical covenant has ceded the land to the Jewish people in perpetuity. For others this is a misunderstanding of Biblical prophecy and divorced from the socio-political realities of today. Christians must give creative and just consideration to such issues. We should not choose deliberately – as we have often been wont to do - to wield theological weapons which seek to separate modern Jews from their identity and heritage which, for better or worse, includes a geographical focus.

Our own tradition has ‘spiritualised’ Jerusalem; we find it difficult to understand a link to geography as visceral as it is spiritual. Furthermore, we are gripped by unease - or worse - at actions of successive Israeli governments. It is a modern truism that legitimate criticism of the actions of the Israeli government does not, in itself, constitute antisemitism. In practice, however, such criticism can be grasped by those with antisemitic tendencies to bolster their prejudice and we must be wary of this, too. 

The Christian world has become sadly polarised; it seems that one must either be ‘pro-Palestinian or ‘pro-Israeli’. In this, one hears the echo of St Paul berating us from I Corinthians to be “united in the same mind and the same judgement” lest we say: “Is Christ divided?” To stand in solidarity with suffering Palestinians and to uphold their rights and dignity does not mean that we should compound the sense of victimisation and fear felt both by Israeli and Diaspora Jews. In drawing alongside, as Christ has done with humanity, we can help to build a right and ethical place for Israel in the international community and, for the sake of heaven and all those involved, to take a more pro-active role in addressing the crisis. Past history has shown us that the Vatican can and must take a leading role in this process.
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