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Introduction: Actualizing Paul Today 

 In recent years, certain passages from Paul's letters have proven to be very significant for the 

Roman Catholic community's understanding of its relationship with the Jewish people and tradition. 

Most notably, his words provided a scriptural foundation for several points in Nostra Aetate, the Second 

Vatican Council's groundbreaking declaration on non-Christian religions, issued on October 28, 1965. For 

instance, the Council praised contemporary Judaism by quoting from the Letter to the Romans: 

The Church keeps ever in mind the words of the Apostle about his kinsmen: "theirs are the 

sonship and the glory and the covenants and the law and the worship and the promises; theirs 

are the fathers and from them is the Christ according to the flesh" (Rom. 9:4-5)...1 

This important affirmation contains within it a hidden methodological move. Since the Greek text 

permits a rendering in either the present or past tenses, translators―and in this case, the Council 

fathers―must decide whether to construe the passage as, "theirs are" or "theirs were the sonship and 

the glory and the covenants ..." Prior to the 1965, English translations were predominantly in the past 

tense, reflecting the received legacy of supersessionism. The Council's decision to render this passage in 

the present tense thus asserts an important theological principle: modern Jews continue to live in 

relationship with God.2 Nostra Aetate reiterated this point with a further citation from Romans (11:28-

29): "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―such is the witness of the Apostle."3  

 The Council made a related methodological decision when it drew upon Paul's metaphor of the 

olive tree in Rom 11:17-24, notably linking it with Eph 2:14-16 : 

Nor can [the Church] forget that she draws sustenance from the root of that well-cultivated 

olive tree onto which have been grafted the wild shoots, the Gentiles (Cf. Rom 11:17-24). 

Indeed, the Church believes that by His cross Christ, Our Peace, reconciled Jews and Gentiles, 

making both one in Himself (Cf. Eph. 2:14-16).4  

                                                           
1
  Second Vatican Council, Nostra Aetate (1965), 4.  

2
  For more on NA's use of the present tense for Rom 9:4-5 see Eugene J. Fisher, "Official Roman Catholic Teaching on Jews and 

Judaism: Commentary and Context," In Our Time: The Flowering of Jewish-Catholic Dialogue, eds., Eugene J. Fisher and Leon 
Klenicki (New York/Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1990), 6.  

3
  Nostra Aetate, 4.  

4
 Ibid. 
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 By associating Romans’ in-grafting of the Gentiles with Ephesians’ reconciliation between Jews 

and Gentiles, the Council actualized a reading of Paul's olive tree metaphor that sees today’s Jews 

("theirs are ... the covenants") and Christians as related people of faith in covenant with God, both 

drawing sustenance from their common roots in biblical Israel. Thus, Pope Benedict XVI concluded his 

May 2009 trip to Israel by invoking the olive tree metaphor in this way:  

Mr. President [Israeli President Shimon Peres], you and I planted an olive tree at your residence 

on the day that I arrived in Israel. The olive tree, as you know, is an image used by Saint Paul to 

describe the very close relations between Christians and Jews. Paul describes in his Letter to the 

Romans how the Church of the Gentiles is like a wild olive shoot, grafted onto the cultivated 

olive tree which is the People of the Covenant (cf. 11:17-24). We are nourished from the same 

spiritual roots. We meet as brothers, brothers who at times in our history have had a tense 

relationship, but now are firmly committed to building bridges of lasting friendship.5 

 Nostra Aetate fosters such positive actualizations of Romans 9-11 partially because it 

overlooked aspects of the olive tree metaphor that are less conducive to interfaith rapprochement. As 

Daniel J. Harrington has noted:  

The document leaves out all the "unfriendly" things that Paul said about Israel. Now, a conciliar 

document is not intended to be a biblical exegesis. And so, the writers had no obligation to 

include the negative side of Paul's view on the mystery of Israel. However, one recognizes 

quickly that the biblical text offers a more complicated vision, and that the council's statement 

gives only one side of it. ... To be fair, Christians and Jews must also look at the other, negative 

elements in Paul's exploration of the mystery of Israel, and try to understand the fullness of 

Paul's view.6 

 To hit the hermeneutical nail on the head, if "all the preaching of the Church, as indeed the 

entire Christian religion, should be nourished and ruled by the sacred Scripture,"7 then how is the 

negative side of Paul's reflections to be handled? Obviously the Council did not intend for 21st century 

Christians to be bound by the Pauline metaphor that Jews not "in Christ" are like dead branches that 

have been lopped off from God's holy olive tree. The Council clearly wished to discourage this sort of 

negative perspective when it declared that "Jews should not be spoken of as rejected or accursed as if 

this followed from holy Scripture." 8 The question is how to account hermeneutically for this 

disallowance of Paul's "unfriendly" ideas. In addition to the pruned olive branches of unbaptized Jews, 

                                                           
5
  Farewell Ceremony Address, Ben Gurion Airport, Tel Aviv, Israel, May 15, 2009. Available at: 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/speeches/2009/may/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20090515_farewell-tel-
aviv_en.html  

6
  Paul on the Mystery of Israel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992), 90-91.  

7
 Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum (1965), 21.  

8
  Nostra Aetate, 4. See also the Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993), IV,A,3: 

"Particular attention is necessary, according to the spirit of the Second Vatican Council (Nostra Aetate, 4), to avoid absolutely 
any actualization of certain texts of the New Testament which could provoke or reinforce unfavorable attitudes to the Jewish 
people. The tragic events of the past must, on the contrary, impel all to keep unceasingly in mind that, according to the New 
Testament, the Jews remain 'beloved' of God, 'since the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable' (Rom. 11:28-29)."  
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these most notably include the "veiled" Jewish reading of Israel's scriptures in 2 Cor. 3, descriptions of 

the Torah as mediating a curse in Gal. 3:10-14, and the claim that God is angr with "the Jews, who killed 

both the Lord Jesus and the prophets" in 1 Th. 2:14-16. 

A Dialectical Biblical Hermeneutic 

 The 1993 study by the Pontifical Biblical Commission, "The Interpretation of the Bible in the 

Church," provides a helpful point of departure. It saw the need for a hermeneutical approach that 

overcomes "the distance between the time of the authors and first addressees of the biblical texts, and 

our own contemporary age, and of doing so in a way that permits a correct actualization of the 

Scriptural message so that the Christian life of faith may find nourishment."9 The PBC thus understood 

biblical interpretation as a kind of conversation:  

Sacred Scripture is in dialogue with communities of believers: It has come from their traditions 

of faith.  ... Dialogue with Scripture in its entirety, which means dialogue with the understanding 

of the faith prevailing in earlier times, must be matched by a dialogue with the generation of 

today. Such dialogue will mean establishing a relationship of continuity. It will also involve 

acknowledging differences. Hence the interpretation of Scripture involves a work of sifting and 

setting aside; it stands in continuity with earlier exegetical traditions, many elements of which it 

preserves and makes its own; but in other matters it will go its own way, seeking to make 

further progress.10 

Furthermore, because Christian faith "has had to renew itself continually in order to meet new 

situations ... the interpretation of the bible should likewise involve an aspect of creativity; it also ought 

to confront new questions so as to respond to them out of the Bible."11 

 Historically, the nature of the Church's relationship to Jews and Judaism did not receive any 

sustained study from New Testament times up until the aftermath of the Shoah. For nearly two 

millennia the prevailing supersessionist model was not seriously critiqued.12 In this context, 

supersessionism can be defined as a network of related theological claims predicated on the assertion 

that the Jewish people had been replaced by Christians as the People of God (or at best relegated to a 

very subordinate status) because God's wrath was upon them for their alleged rejection of Christ. 

However, as Walter Cardinal Kasper, current president of the Vatican’s Commission for Religious 

Relations with the Jews has remarked: "[T]he old theory of substitution is gone since the Second Vatican 

Council. For us Christians today the covenant with the Jewish people is a living heritage, a living 

reality."13 With Nostra Aetate's repudiation of the idea of a biblically-justified divine curse on Jews, and 

with its recognition that Jews remain in covenant with God, the Catholic Church has found itself in a 

                                                           
9
 Ibid., II,A,2.  

10
 Ibid., III,A,3.  

11
 Ibid. 

12
 This explains why Nostra Aetate, 4 could not cite any ecclesiastical councils or papal declarations to counteract 
supersessionism, but had to reach back to New Testament texts, especially its earliest books, Paul's epistles.  

13
 “Dominus Iesus.” Paper given at the 17th meeting of the International Catholic-Jewish Liaison Committee (May 1, 2001), 3. 
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theological context that is virtually unprecedented in history. Such a reform from a negative to a positive 

stance toward Judaism unavoidably has repercussions for Christian self-understanding. A dialogical 

approach to interpreting biblical writers such as Paul can be helpful in mapping out the dynamics of the 

interaction that occurs between the scriptural texts and readers of today who are grappling with the 

radically "new situation" after the Shoah and after Nostra Aetate.  

 Also indebted to the work of such scholars as Hans Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur, Sandra M. 

Schneiders has offered a comprehensive biblical hermeneutic that complements and more 

comprehensively examines the principles more sketchily expressed by the PBC in 1993. She sees biblical 

interpretation as a dialectic between the explanation of what a text says and an understanding of the 

implications of the text for our own world of today.14  To use the letters of Paul as an illustration, the 

activity of explanation, which could also be called exegesis, uses an array of historically critical methods 

to explore "the World behind the Text," the world that gave rise to Paul's various epistles. Combined 

with literary critical analyses of the "World of the Text," e.g., how Paul rhetorically tries to convince his 

intended readers of his assertions, the reader of today can arrive at multi-faceted "ideal meanings" of 

the text, which should ground any interpretations of the text.  

 In Schneiders' system, the ideal meanings of the text must then be put into dialogue with or 

actualized in our own world. By entering into "the World before the Text," the reality that the text 

imperfectly projects, modern faith engages biblical faith, constructs a cognitive “Meaning of the Work” 

for today, and, as a result, the transformative power of God may be unleashed.  An examination of the 

significance of Paul's olive tree metaphor might for our post-Shoah, post-Nostra Aetate world is an 

example of the process of actualization.  

 In our conversation with the biblical text we may find ourselves disagreeing with part of what a 

biblical author like Paul says because of our different knowledge (e.g., Gen. 1's depiction of a flat earth), 

or because we don't share the urgent emotions of the writers (e.g., Ps. 137:19; Jn. 8:44). Today's readers 

also have a different "effective history" than the biblical authors if for no other reason than two 

thousand years have intervened.  "By 'effective history' is meant historical reality not only as initiating 

event but also as modified and amplified by all that the initiating event has produced. ... The past is not 

ontologically or epistemologically stationary; it is constantly being reconstituted within its own effective 

history."15 Thus, readers in a post-Nostra Aetate Church may be aware of how debates among the first 

Jewish members of the earliest churches over the requirements for Gentile admission contributed to a 

later caricature of Torah-observance as mindless legalism. They will likely react quite differently to Paul's 

words about "the curse of the Law" (Gal. 3:13) than either his original intended readers or all the 

intervening generations of readers until 1965. In addition, modern readers will likely bring to the text 

questions that were not on the mind of the biblical author.  

 On the other hand, by getting to know the scriptural writers as human beings who encountered 

God amid all the ambiguities of human history and society, today's readers may find themselves 

                                                           
14

 See her The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Testament as Sacred Scripture (HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 17-18, 157-161.  
15

 Ibid., 159-160.  
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transformed by being challenged by the biblical visionόeven if that vision is only imperfectly realized in 

the Bible itself.  

 This flowchart graphically summarizes the movements of this dialectical biblical hermeneutic:   

 

 This essay follows this dialectical process in discussing the pertinence of Paul's letters for 

twenty-first century relations between Christians and Jews. The Letter to the Romans will figure 

prominently because it is the only one of Paul's epistles, and perhaps the only New Testament book, 

that grapples in a sustained fashion with the subject of Jews outside of the Church. As the Jewish 

Apostle to the Gentiles, Paul struggles with questions that have been bothering him: Why are his Jewish 

kinfolk proving to be less receptive to the Gospel of Jesus Christ than God-fearing Gentiles? Does this 

emerging demographic suggest that God has not been faithful to the people of Israel?  Are unbaptized 

Jews doomed to condemnation at the approaching time of God's judgment on the world? In pondering 

these matters, Paul develops various ideas that may or may not be helpful for post-Shoah Christians.  



6 
 

The World behind Paul's Letter to the Church16 in Rome 

 The Letter to Romans is also unique because it is the only letter Paul sent to a church 

community that he did not personally establish. Moreover, the church in Rome had many Jewish 

members, unlike the Gentile communities in Corinth, Galatia, or Thessalonica to which Paul wrote.  

 House churches among Jews in Rome probably came into being in the mid-40s, possibly as a 

result of the efforts of Jewish apostles from Judea. The Roman church would therefore have had a 

strongly Jewish orientation, even after Gentiles began to participate.  

 In 49 C.E., the emperor Claudius banished some Jews from Rome because of a commotion over 

someone name "Chrestus," probably a reference to Christ.17 Some of those expelled were Jewish 

apostles such as Prisca and Aquila whom Paul met in Corinth (Acts 18), but it seems unlikely that the 

church in Rome was bereft of all its Jewish members. After Claudius' death (54 C.E.), prominent figures 

likes Prisca and Aquila could return to Rome, enabling Paul to greet them in his letter (Rom. 16:3-5a).18  

 By the end of the 50s, Paul was planning on ending his apostolic work in the eastern Roman 

Empire. He intended eventually to travel to Spain to begin a mission in the west, and planned to stop in 

Rome in order to organize this expedition (15:23-24,28-29). His activity in the eastern Mediterranean 

had been controversial. His advocacy of Torah-free admittance of Gentiles into the Church led to a 

public clash with Peter in Antioch (Gal. 2:11-14), caused a rift with his partner Barnabas (2:13), 

prompted him to look upon the leaders of the Jerusalem church with sarcasm (2:6), and provoked 

hostility with other apostles who desired some Gentile pre-requisites for baptism (2:4).  His claims that 

Gentiles must not take on Torah observance gave rise to the claim that Paul was encouraging baptized 

Jews to abandon Torah observance (Acts 21:21), a view not to be found in Paul's own letters.  

 Partially in an effort to dispel this cloud over his ministry, Paul encouraged each of the Gentile 

churches he founded to appoint delegates to represent them in carrying a donation for the well-being of 

the "mother church" in Jerusalem (1 Cor. 16:1-4; 2 Cor. 8:1-24). If this embassy was accepted by the 

leaders in Jerusalem, it would be a sign of solidarity between Jewish and Gentile churches and powerful 

evidence of the Spirit's presence in Paul's apostleship.  

                                                           
16

 For the sake of convenience, I refer to the Roman church in the singular, even though it is likely that there were a number of 
small "house churches" in the city. This scenario is vigorously pursued in Mark D. Nanos, The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish 
Context of Paul's Letter (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996). “Church” is capitalized to refer to believers in the Lordship of 
Jesus universally, while lower case “church” refers to a local community. 

17
 According to the Roman writer Suetonius, Claudius "expelled Jews from Rome because of their constant disturbances 
impelled by Chrestus." Some scholars, following Acts 18:2, conclude that Claudius had ordered all Jews to leave Rome. Since 
this would banish perhaps 50,000 people, an eviction attested to nowhere else in contemporary literature, this seems highly 
improbable. Perhaps only Jews in the church were exiled. But, again, this seems unlikely owing to Roman difficulties in 
distinguishing among different types of Jews. Most likely, the edict expelled those who were the most outspoken in their 

debates over "Chrestus"όpeople like Prisca and Aquila.  See Raymond E. Brown, "The Roman Church Near the End of the 
First Christian Generation," in Idem and John P. Meier, Antioch and Rome: New Testament Cradles of Catholic Christianity 
(New York/Ramsey: Paulist Press, 1983), 100-102, 107-109.  Brown's insights greatly inform this section of this essay.  

18
 It is debated whether Romans 16 is part of the original letter. The observation by Brown and others [Ibid., 108-109] that Paul 
ends his letter with an exercise in name-dropping in order to introduce himself to the Roman church and also to acquire its 
support for his collection for the Jerusalem church is a convincing argument that Romans 16 is integral to the original.  
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 Before journeying westward to Rome, Paul planned to travel to Jerusalem to accompany the 

delegates with their contribution (Rom. 15:25-32). He wrote to the church in Rome before setting out 

both to introduce himself and Phoebe, a church official from the eastern seaport of Corinth, who may 

have carried the letter to Rome (16:1-2). Paul may have hoped that Phoebe, presumably a skilled 

businesswoman, would receive aid from the Roman church in mounting the expedition to Spain. Paul 

was also counting on Rome's prayers and support for the success of his mission to Jerusalem (15:30-32).  

 This provides a significant clue to the situation of the church community in Rome. Although by 

this time the Roman church was already predominantly Gentile (e.g., Rom. 1:13), and although it might 

have been composed of a number of smaller house-churches (e.g., 16:5), in general it must have been 

sufficiently akin to the more Torah-observant Jerusalem church to be able to offer Paul some credible 

support with its leaders. In other words, "the dominant Christianity at Rome had been shaped by the 

Jerusalem Christianity associated with James and Peter, and hence was a Christianity appreciative of 

Judaism and loyal to its customs."19 By writing to the church in Rome, Paul was both trying to disabuse 

its believers of any distorted versions of his preaching that they might have heard, but also show them 

that his ministry was compatible with the outlook of the Jerusalem assembly, which Rome resembled.20 

 Scholars who seek to reconstruct the setting of the Roman church find especially important 

Paul's written comments concerning the eating of meat which had been sanctified to idols and about 

the attitudes of the "strong" and "weak" toward such meat (14:1-15:13). Some scholars simply identify 

the "strong" and "weak" as Gentile and Jewish believers, respectively. They detect an internal debate 

within the Roman church between dominant Gentiles and the returning expelled Jews.21  Others contest 

this identification, arguing that there are not neatly defined "groups" in the Roman church, but simply 

varieties of faith practice.22 

 It is probably best not simply to simply equate the "weak" and "strong" with Jews and Gentiles. 

There were Jews and Gentiles in Christ who no longer felt bound by kosher laws (and hence could eat 

meat offered to idols without hesitation), and there were Jews and Gentiles in Christ who felt obligated 

not to consume idol-meat.  More important is Paul's lack of enthusiasm for either position; instead he 

insists on unity.  He seems more interested in distinguishing his opinions from extreme ideas that might 

have been erroneously associated with him.23  

 To summarize, Paul's aim in Romans is to offer an accurate and balanced summary of his 

preaching in order to win Rome's support for him personally, for his delicate diplomatic gesture to the 

Jerusalem church, and for his planned mission to Spain. He also seeks to promote oneness between 

Jews and Gentiles in the Church, including the church in Rome. While Paul may have heard of some 

                                                           
19

 Ibid., 110. 
20

 Ibid., 111. Jacob Jervell, "The Letter to Jerusalem," in Karl P. Donfried, ed., The Romans Debate (rev. exp. ed.; Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Press, 1991): 53-64. 

21
 E.g., Harrington, Paul on the Mystery of Israel, 41-42; Francis Watson, "The Two Roman Congregations: Romans 14:1-15:13," 
in Donfried, ed., The Romans Debate: 203-215. 

22
 E.g., Robert J. Karris, "Romans 14:1-15:13 and the Occasion of Romans," in Donfried, ed., The Romans Debate: 65-84. 

23
 Brown, "First Generation": 119-120. 
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squabbles among Roman house churches over questions of practice, such wrangles cannot be neatly 

characterized as Jew in Christ versus Gentile in Christ.  Paul avoids becoming immersed in such local 

exchanges, and instead tactfully focuses on the main theme of his preaching: the greater issues of unity 

and fellowship. 

 In furthering his purposes, Paul often seems concerned about the issue of boasting. He wants no 

boasting of strong over weak (Rom. 14:1; 15:1), of weak over strong (14:3b-4), of Jew over Gentile 

(2:17ff), or of Gentile over Jew (1:18ff).  Boasting seems to function for Paul as a sign of failure to realize 

one's dependence on God's mercy (3:9,27; 5:1-5). It is also shows a lack of concern for the unity of the 

Body of Christ (12:1-21).  For Paul, boasting demonstrates inadequate faith. 

 In his reflections on boasting, he focuses on the boasting of Gentiles in the Church over Jews 

outside the Church (11:13-14,25-26).  This leads him for the first time to write about the status of 

unbaptized Jews and of the apostles' overall failure to successfully preach the Gospel to them.    

The World of the Text of Romans 11 

 The problem of boasting is one which Paul had encountered before, especially in Corinth (e.g., 1 

Cor. 1:26-31; 3:21; 4:7; 5:2,6; etc.). In Rome the subject takes on a new twist because of the Jewish 

legacy and presence there.   Thus a side of Paul not visible in his other letters is revealed; he not only 

desires Gentiles as Gentiles to be admitted into the Church on an equal basis with Jews; in Romans it 

becomes clear that he also wants Jews as Jews to be accorded equal dignity in the church with Gentiles.  

It is also evident that Paul expects Gentile believers to respect even Jews not in the Church.  He gives 

many reasons why Gentiles in Christ have no grounds for boasting: 

1.    ALL PEOPLE DEPEND ON THE GENEROSITY OF GOD 

 Because all sin, Jew and Gentile alike, all are dependent on God's mercy (Rom 3:9; 11:6,30-32). 

No one can earn a right relationship with God. It can only be humbly accepted as an undeserved gift, as 

grace.  This precludes anyone from boasting about a status they didn't merit in the first place. 

 2.    GENTILE BELIEVERS ARE INDEBTED TO JEWS 

 Gentiles have been admitted into Christ only because of the faith of the Jews in Christ.  Paul 

expresses this through a series of metaphors. Gentiles have been sanctified by a holy dough and are 

grounded in a root which brings them to holiness (11:16).  It is the "remnant," Jews in Christ, graced by 

God with the faith of Christ (11:5-6), who have mediated to the Gentiles God's promises to Israel. Since 

"wild" Gentile branches can only bear fruit by being grafted onto the domesticated olive plant (11:17ff.), 

they must recognize their ongoing debt to the Jewish tradition.24  Gentiles in Christ have no justification 

to boast over either Jews in Christ or outsiders.  

                                                           
24

 It should be noted that there is scholarly debate over who Paul means by "the root" (11:16). Some have seen it as referring to 
Christ, while others to the "remnant," Jews-in-Christ such as Paul himself. Other commentators understand the root to mean 
the patriarchs or biblical Israel. See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans. Anchor Yale Bible Commentary. (New Haven: Yale University 
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3.    GOD HAS CAUSED JEWS TO OPPOSE THE GOSPEL IN ORDER TO SAVE GENTILES 

 Although he was at a loss to explain the lack of Jewish responsiveness to apostolic preaching 

about Jesus, Paul was convinced that Gentiles in Christ could not degrade Jews either inside or outside 

the church. Paul had become convinced that God, in Christ, was bringing to fulfillment all the Torah 

promises that Gentiles would come to share in the blessings of Abraham. He hoped that his fellow Jews 

would readily perceive this wondrous culmination and longed for their assent to the Gospel 

proclamation (Rom. 9:3). 

 In trying to comprehend Jewish ambivalence or hostility to the apostles, Paul found assistance in 

the biblical concept of the hardening of one's heart.  Jewish tunnel-vision must be God's doing!25    The 

purpose of God's action was to catalyze the apostolic mission to the Gentiles in the short time left 

before the dawning of the Age to Come (11:25).  

 Therefore, baptized Gentiles had still less reason to look contemptuously on Jews outside the 

Church.  Rapid Gentile admission to the Church had been made possible only by God's intervening to 

make most Jews blind to the importance of Christ.  As a result, Gentiles could only marvel at God's 

gracious activity on their behalf.26 

4.    JEWS MORE NATURALLY BELONG IN GOD'S PLANS THAN GENTILES 

 Jews not in the Church, to whom Paul refers as "branches that were broken off" (11:19), will 

have a much easier time being re-introduced to their natural status as God's People than did the Gentile 

believers who were unnaturally grafted onto an alien tradition.  Again, Gentiles have little ground for 

feelings of superiority. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Press, 1992), 609-610. See also his article "Romans" in Raymond E. Brown, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, and Roland E. Murphy, The 
New Jerome Biblical Commentary (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1990): 861.  

25
 Paradoxically, the failure to perceive God's actions in Christ is Paul's principal criticism of his Jewish kinfolk throughout 
Romans, even though he can simultaneously attribute such blindness to God. This is evidence of the painfulness this subject 
had for Paul, a pain intensified by Paul's imminent eschatological expectations. His struggle with this matter also lies behind 
his metaphor of the veil over Jewish eyes in 2 Cor. 3. (His comments there on Jewish biblical interpretation would need to be 
actualized today along the lines of PBC 2001's statements that both rabbinic and Christian "re-readings" of the scriptures of 
ancient Israel are "retrospective" readings, which are analogous and parallel processes [see II,A,6-7]). 

 In Rom. 3:27-31, he asserts that since God is the God of Gentiles as well as Jews, God can enter into relationship with 
Gentiles on the basis of Gentile faith. This for Paul does not upturn the Torah (3:31) because, he argues, the Law itself 
anticipated this divine outreach to the nations independent of itself (3:21). In this way, Christ is the telos, the end or goal or 
climax of the Torah (10:4). Israel, in Paul's judgment, has failed to perceive this because they have come to identify only 
Torah observance, not faith, as the mark of relationship with God (9:30-32a).  

26
 This was not Paul's first effort to grapple with the apparent failure of God's promises to an Israel skeptical of the preaching of 
the apostles. First, he explored what makes a true Jew, hypothesizing that there were Jews who seemed so only superficially 
but really were not (Rom. 9:6ff.). Then he invoked the biblical image of the faithful remnant of Israel, applying it to Jews in 
Christ. God's promises were being realized in the fidelity to Christ of baptized Jews (9:27; 11:1-6).  One gets the sense that 
Paul is groping for a way to maintain both the election of Israel and the need for faith in Christ. He comes to consider the role 
of God's will and grace (9:14-18; 11:6) and this led him to his most developed conception: God's (temporary) hardening of 
Jewish hearts catalyzed the mission to Gentiles.  
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5.    GENTILES IN CHRIST MUST DEMONSTRATE GOD'S PRESENCE WITH THE CHURCH 

 Jews and Gentiles in the church have a responsibility to make Israel "jealous" (11:11).  By this, 

Paul means that the ethical life of the baptized must clearly manifest the presence of God.  Paul expects 

that by seeing God at work among former pagans, his Jewish kinfolk would come to perceive the reality 

of what God had done in Christ.  Gentile believers, then, cannot boast because by doing so they diminish 

their witness to God's activity among them.  

 6.    IT IS INEVITABLE THAT ALL ISRAEL WILL BE SAVED 

 Jews not in Christ are, for Paul, apparently in some sort of "theological limbo," to use Daniel 

Harrington's phrase.27 Although currently "broken off" from the mainstream of God's covenantal 

actions, they are irrevocably destined for inclusion in God's salvation because of God's faithfulness to 

divine promises (11:28-29). All Israel will be saved (11:26). Jews not in Christ have "stumbled" in order to 

make way for the Gentiles, but they have not "fallen" into perdition (11:11). Paul hopes to "save some of 

them" from their blindness (11:14), but the inevitable Jewish recognition of God's actions in Christ will 

mean nothing less than life from the dead (11:15). 

 Once more, baptized Gentiles can only respond with humble awe to the supreme graciousness 

of God. Despite Israel's (divinely-caused) hostility to the Gospel, unbaptized Jews maintain their 

honorable standing as the Chosen People (9:4-5; 11:28-29), and are predestined to be included in the 

Age to Come. Gentiles, the beneficiaries of a similar divine generosity, can have no legitimate behavior 

other than to praise God (11:30-36). 

 All of the above arguments against Gentile boasting, especially the last one, must be understood 

in the context of Paul's expectations for the future. Paul believed that the New Creation, or the Age to 

Come, was in the final throes of erupting into human history (e.g., Rom. 8:18-25).  The definitive 

establishment of the New Age would occur with the triumphant return of Christ enthroned in glory (e.g., 

1 Cor. 15:23-28).  Paul fully expected that Christ's return, his parousia, would occur within his own 

lifetime (1 Th. 4:15) or, at least, shortly thereafter (Phil. 1:21-26; 3:20; 4:5).  Indeed, Paul's perception 

that time was so short (e.g., 1 Cor. 7:26,29) was probably the primary reason for the urgency with which 

he sought to save as many Gentiles as possible. Unless rescued from their idolatrous habits by faith in 

Christ, they would feel God's judgment and wrath as the present age ends (Rom. 1:18-2:11).28  

 With this imminent eschatological, or end-times, horizon, it is understandable why Paul could be 

comfortable imagining his unbaptized Jewish kinfolk in a sort of theological stasis.   During the present 

transitory "ripple in time"29 between the Present Age and the Age to Come (or between Christ's raising 

and return). God had frozen Jewish hearts in order to direct the efforts of the apostles toward the saving 

of the Gentiles. 
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 Harrington, Mystery of Israel, 55, 81.  
28

 That urgency may also explain the noxious rhetoric used by Paul in 1 Th. 2:14-16, if those verses are not a later interpolation. 
Frustrated by assaults on the faith of the Thessalonian believers and on his own mission to Gentiles, he lashes out angrily.  
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  I am indebted to Paula Fredriksen for this phrase.  
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 This is why Paul speaks about "life from the dead" (Rom. 11:15) in connection with the 

acceptance by unbaptized Jews of God's deeds in Christ.  Although the sequence of events is probably 

not fixed in Paul's mind, the return of Christ in glory, the inauguration of the New Creation, and the 

unity of Jews and Gentiles were all anticipated to be roughly contemporaneous events. 

 By thinking this way Paul was able to reconcile several incongruous concepts: (1) the irrevocable 

election of all the People of Israel and the inevitable fulfillment of God's promises to them, (2) Israel's 

current failure to perceive these promises as being fulfilled in Christ,   (3) the significance of Christ for all 

humanity, and (4) Christ's imminent parousia and the dawning of the New Creation. 

III. Actualizing Paul in a Post-Shoah, Post-Nostra Aetate Church  

 With this hasty "explanation" of Romans 11 in terms of the worlds behind and of the text, we 

turn to the "understanding" side of Schneiders' dialectical model and consider the actualization of Paul's 

ideas in our different world of today. We are asking how the world before the text, the world projected 

by the text, sheds light on a post-Shoah, post-Nostra Aetate Church two thousand years after Paul. To 

begin, some differences between Paul's vision and our own must be considered.  

 First, it should be observed that most twenty-first century Christians do not share Paul's end-

times expectations. The vast majority of Christians do not expect the return of Jesus and the ultimate 

establishment of God's Reign to occur within their own lifetimes. Given the lapse of two millennia since 

Paul's day, most Christians today have consciously or unconsciously postponed the Eschaton into the 

indefinite future. Similarly, few modern Jews anticipate the dawn of the messianic age very soon. 

Rather, God's People are thought to have a duty to work with God in bringing the world to its eventual 

completion. 

 Not sharing in Paul's sense that "all our futures are so foreshortened ... for the present scheme 

of things is rapidly passing away,"30 his efforts to hold together discordant theological convictions about 

Israel and Christ can seem to us to be strained. 

 In addition to living in a world with a different eschatological outlook, twenty-first century Jews 

and Christians are heirs to a shared two millennia history that Paul did not dream would continue to 

unfold. In Schneiders' phrasing, we have a radically different "effective history" which shapes our 

consciousness, perceptions, and dreams. 

 For Catholics, this means that Paul's words are read today in a Church community that has 

authoritatively renounced its history of anti-Jewish preaching, that is struggling to come to grips with 

the dreadful reality of the Shoah, that seeks to reform earlier anti-Jewish theologies, and that recognizes 

the ongoing spiritual vitality of the Jewish people and tradition. 

 This last point is a major divergence of the thinking of modern Catholics from that of Paul. Post-

Nostra Aetate Catholic ecclesial instructions have stressed that "the history of Judaism did not end with 
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 J.B. Phillips dramatic rendering of 1 Cor. 7:29b,31b. See his The New Testament in Modern English (rev.ed.; New York: 
Macmillan, 1972).  
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the destruction of Jerusalem, but rather went on to develop a religious tradition ... rich in religious 

values."31  Jewish history is seen to continue especially in the Diaspora, "which allowed Israel to carry on 

to the whole world a witnessόoften heroic of its fidelity to the one God and to ‘exalt God in the 

presence of all the living' (Tb 13:4)."32   The recognition of such spiritual faithfulness has enabled John 

Paul II to declare that a "better understanding of certain aspects of the Church's life can be gained by ... 

taking into account the faith and religious life of the Jewish people as professed and lived now as well." 

Likewise, Catholic preachers have been advised to "draw on Jewish sources (rabbinic, medieval, and 

modern) in expounding the meaning of the Hebrew Scriptures and the apostolic writings,"33 and the 

Pontifical Biblical Commission has observed that Catholics can "learn much from Jewish exegesis 

practiced for more than two thousand years."34 

 These and numerous other possible examples demonstrate current Catholic appreciation of the 

theological richness of the post-New Testament Jewish tradition.  Since Paul pre-dated the writing of the 

Mishnah and Talmuds, he did not know that post-Jesus Jewish creative vitality would renew Jewish life 

in a world without the Jerusalem Temple. With our different historical perspective, modern Catholics 

cannot relate to Paul's ideas about unbaptized Jews being in a theological limbo, waiting for the 

Eschaton to be re-attached to the ongoing activity of God in the world. Paul could imagine this very 

temporary state of affairs in his eschatological enthusiasm, but we, who two thousand years later have 

personally experienced the spiritual dynamism of Jewish friends, cannot agree that Judaism languishes 

in such stasis.  

 Another difference between Paul's day and our own can be seen in the nature and composition 

of the Church. When Paul wrote his letters, the Church was a movement within the diverse world of late 

Second Temple Judaism. The fact that Paul never uses the word "Christian" or "Christianity" reflects the 

reality that followers of Jesus Christ did not yet see themselves as a religion clearly distinct from 

Judaism. Moreover, Jews were still in the majority among those baptized into Christ. Gentiles were 

becoming members, too, but their numbers were initially small. The ratio of Jews to Gentiles in Christ 

varied widely from place to place (compare the Jerusalem church to the Corinthian church, for example).  

 Today, however, the Christian religion can be called the Gentile Church. The tiny fraction of 

Christians who are of Jewish heritage are not encouraged by most Christians to maintain Jewish 

practices and they are considered non-Jews by their former co-religionists. This difference in self-

understanding between Paul and us also influences the actualization of Paul's ideas today. 

 Taking such discrepancies into account, Romans 11 can be actualized for modern Catholic-

Jewish relations (Schneiders’ cognitive “Meaning of the Work”) in several ways:  
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 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, "Guidelines and Suggestions for Implementing the Conciliar Declaration 
Nostra Aetate, 4" (1974), III.  
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 Idem, "Notes on the Correct Way to Present Jews and Judaism in Preaching and Teaching in the Roman Catholic Church" 
(1985), VI, 25.  
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 Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy, National Conference of Catholic Bishops, God's Mercy Endures Forever: Guidelines on the 
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   Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible (2001), II,A,7.  
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1.    GENTILE CHRISTIANS STILL HAVE NO GROUND FOR BOASTING 

 A main Pauline theme in Romans (and other letters) is that boasting is contradictory to gratitude 

for God's graciousness. Among other things, he was concerned about baptized Gentiles bragging or 

feeling superior to Jews whether baptized or unbaptized.  

 One can only imagine Paul's reactions if somehow he were to learn the ensuing history of 

relations between Jews and the later Gentile Church.  His hope that his Gentile converts would live such 

ethical lives that his Jewish kinfolk would become "jealous" of God's obvious presence among them 

failed miserably as history unfolded; indeed Christian conduct often had the opposite effect on Jews. If, 

over the centuries, Jews have at times been able "to serve God without fear in holiness" (Luke 1:74-75): 

 . . . then it is certainly only in exceptional cases that this has been due to the behavior of 

Christians. The Jewish no to Jesus Christ, and even more to the Church, has therefore been 

legitimated countless times by the obedient behavior of Jews and the disobedient behavior of 

Christians. The Christian churches will only be what they are called to be for the People of God, 

as far as is humanly possible, when they have testified convincingly through their life and 

behavior for just as long a period as they filled the Jews with apprehension, that for Israel they 

are a reason not for fear but for fearlessness and perhaps even for confidence.35 

This leads to the conclusion that Paul's explanation for widespread Jewish rejection of apostolic 

preaching (God's hardening of Jewish hearts to save Gentiles) is inapt today. We Christians must admit 

that historical Jewish resistance to the Good News reflects less on Jewish hearts than on Christian ones.  

2. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JEWS AND CHRISTIANS IS A MYSTERY 

 Paul's use of the term "mystery" in his grappling with the difficult question of the relationship 

between the people of Israel and the people of the Church (Rom. 11:25). He then concludes his 

ruminations by citing  Is. 40:13 and Job 35:7; 41:11 in a doxological exclamation, apparently expressing 

dissatisfaction with his ability to fully grasp God's plans and activities:  

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 

judgments and inscrutable his ways!  "For who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has 

been his counselor?" "Or who has given a gift to him, to receive a gift in return?" For from him 

and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever. Amen (11:33-36).  

"Mystery" is a word rich with theological meaning and potential. It refers to the presence of the divine in 

human life that can be perceived but not fully compassed by limited human understanding. There is 

always more to be discovered. The "mystery" of the Jewish and Christian relationship, for instance, was 

a theme in the 1974 Vatican Guidelines: ". . . it is when *the Church is+ ‘pondering her own mystery’ that 

she encounters the mystery of Israel."36 
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 Underlying Paul's use of the word mystery is his conviction that God is at work in the 

relationship between Israel and the Church. The passage of twenty centuries suggests that God intends 

for the two communities to have complementary, if different, roles in the world.  The same intuition is 

probably at work in Pope John Paul II's words: "As Christians and Jews, following the example of the 

faith of Abraham, we are called to be a blessing for the world [cf. Gen. 12:2ff]. This is the common task 

awaiting us. It is therefore necessary for us, Christians and Jews, to be first a blessing to one another."37 

3. BOTH JEWS AND CHRISTIANS DWELL IN COVENANT WITH GOD 

 As noted earlier, Nostra Aetate reaffirmed the covenantal bonding between God and the Jewish 

people, citing Romans 9:4-5 and 11:26,28. Paul sought to maintain this fundamental conviction even in 

the light of his incomparable, transcending experience of Christ (Phil. 3:8). His perhaps personally 

unsatisfying solution was to relegate unbaptized Jews to a temporary "twilight zone" of irrelevance until 

the Eschaton brought salvation to "all Israel" (Rom. 11:26). As mentioned earlier, Christians today do not 

expect the parousia in their lifetimes and after two millennia can hardly think of Jewish religious life as 

moribund. However, Paul's eschatological understanding of salvation has important implications today.  

 Paul spoke of salvation mostly in terms of being found in right-relationship with God (righteous), 

at the Eschaton. Thus, he prayed  for one of his Gentile churches that God would "so strengthen your 

hearts in holiness that you may be blameless before our God and Father at the coming of the Lord Jesus 

with all his saints" (1 Th. 3:13; cf. 5:23; Phil. 1:9-11;2:16-17; Rom. 8:18-25). Although over the centuries 

Christians have naturally developed many different definitions of salvation,38 its intrinsically 

eschatological aspect has been preserved in traditions such as the Lord's Prayer, "Thy kingdom come."  

 If twenty-first century Christians accept Paul's declaration that "all Israel will be saved" (Rom. 

11:26) and understand salvation as culminating at the End of Days, then: 

...  in underlining the eschatological dimension of Christianity we shall reach a greater awareness 

that the people of God of the Old and the New Testament are tending towards a like end in the 

future: the coming or return of the Messiahόeven if they start from two different points of 

view. It is more clearly understood that the person of the Messiah is not only a point of division 

for the people of God but also a point of convergence. Thus is can be said that Jews and 

Christians meet in a comparable hope, founded on the same promise made to Abraham (cf. Gen 

12:1-3; Heb 6:13-18).39  

 In terms of Jewish salvation, such considerations lead to the conclusion that Christians should 

not seek to baptize Jews in pre-eschatological historical time. Rather, the Church has a mission alongside 

Jews, not to Jews. Walter Cardinal Kasper has explained this in very Pauline terms:  
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Such petitions for the coming of the Kingdom of God and for the realization of the mystery of 

salvation are not by nature a call to the Church to undertake missionary action to the Jews. 

Rather, they respect the whole depth of the Deus absconditus, of his election through grace, of 

the hardening and of his infinite mercy. So in this prayer the Church does not take it upon 

herself to orchestrate the realization of the unfathomable mystery. She cannot do so. Instead, 

she lays the when and the how entirely in God's hands. God alone can bring about the Kingdom 

of God in which the whole of Israel is saved and eschatological peace is bestowed on the 

world.40 

 This means that for twenty-first century Catholics there are two faith communities who 

experience covenantal bonding with God. While there has been much theological discussion about 

whether there is one overarching covenant, two separate Sinai and New covenants, multiple covenantal 

moments, or covenantal life lived in two modalities (my own preference) it must now be understood as 

a basic tenet of Christian faith, witnessed to by Paul, that God has entered into a saving relationship 

with Jews and Christians alike. 

 In some ways, this reopens for today's Christians the paradox with which Paul was trying to 

wrestle. The permanency of God's relationship with Israel must be related to Christian conviction of the 

universal significance of Christ.  If Jews are in a saving, covenantal bonding with God, independently of 

Christ, then how is Christ universally significant? This is question being pursued by such initiatives as the 

Christ and the Jewish People consultation, which is a preparing a book to present its work. 

 4.    THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN JEWS AND CHRISTIANS IS AN ORGANIC ONE 

 Additionally, it can be suggested that Paul's olive tree metaphor was based on a sound intuition; 

whatever the covenantal configuration, the relationship between the two faith communities is an 

organic one. It is one which touches on the very essences of the two traditions. Without advocating any 

kind of syncretism, the relationship might even be described as symbiotic. 

 This understanding has frequently been voiced in Catholic documents since Nostra Aetate, 

which have taken note of "the spiritual ties which link the people of the New Covenant to the stock of 

Abraham."41 John Paul II has spoken eloquently of the bonds between Judaism and Christianity, stating 

that "our two religious communities are connected and closely related at the very level of their 

respective identities,"42 and that "the Jewish religion is not 'extrinsic' to us, but in a certain way is 

'intrinsic' to our own religion. With Judaism we have a relationship which we do not have with any other 

religion. You [Jews] are our dearly beloved brothers and, in a certain way, it could be said that you are 

our elder brothers." 43 The pope's use of such familial language is indicative of the intimacy which post-

Nostra Aetate Catholics are able to feel for the Jewish community. This would seem to be a modern 

actualization of Paul's organic imagery. 
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 How this spiritual closeness is to manifest itself in Catholic practice remains to be seen. The 

recognition of our rapport with the Jewish spiritual heritage must be reflected in Catholic liturgy, music, 

education, self-definition, and christology. Much has been accomplished in this regard, but there is 

much that remains to be done.  

It ought to be mentioned that while this attitude is new for Christians, it is also a novel 

experience for Jews to hear themselves referred to in such positive and familial ways.   Given past 

history, it is only natural for Jews to wonder if this unprecedented tone is only some temporary 

aberration from the Christian norm, or if it is one more, even if unintentional, effort to assimilate Jews 

into Christianity. Some Jews are opposed to entering into interreligious dialogue for these and other 

reasons: 

We feel that, emotionally, we are not as yet ready to enter into a fraternal dialogue with a 

church, a religion, that has been responsible for so much suffering, and which is ultimately 

responsible for the murder of our fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters in the present 

generation.  . . . All we want of Christians is that they keep their hands off us and our children!44 

 Christians certainly have little basis to be offended by such sentiments. Our mutual history has 

been too painful and prolonged to anticipate the immediate establishment of shalom between the two 

communities.   All that we Christians can do is undertake to reform our tradition's failure to heed Paul's 

warnings against arrogance and to commit ourselves to behaving as a covenanted people should.   

However, if God graces us with any measure of success, and we Christians succeed in reconfiguring our 

self-definitions accordingly, then, sooner or later, Jews will also be confronted with re-evaluating their 

views of Christianity.    If such Jewish reflection sees validity in some sort of organic spiritual relationship 

between the two faiths, then Jewish, as well as Christian, communal self-definition will be affected. 

 Assimilation need not be the inevitable result of a Jewish recognition of an organic link with 

Christianity.  The Pauline metaphor of the olive tree can serve as the inspiration for a model which sees 

modern rabbinic Judaism and contemporary Christianity as both being branches of the biblical Hebrew 

root.45  Both traditions are thereby related, although remaining distinctive. 

 5.   GOD HAS WILLED THE EXISTENCE OF TWO COVENANTING COMMUNITIES 

 This leads to another consideration. In coming to grips with the disinterest in the Good News on 

the part of most of his Jewish kin, Paul concluded that God was at work. It was a Providential act that 

most Jews were not receptive to the Gospel (Rom. 11:7-12). Moreover, those Jews who did accept the 

Gospel did so not because of any merit of their own, but because they had been "chosen by grace" 

(11:5). Paul thought of himself in the same way. Divine Providence was at work in his own 

transformation from being a foe of the Church to its vigorous proponent: "... God, who had set me apart 
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before I was born and called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might 

proclaim him among the Gentiles ..." (Gal. 1:15-16).   

 Why would God "reveal his Son" to a few Jews but not to most? Paul surmised it was God's 

intention to catalyze the spreading of the Good News to Gentiles (11:11-12, 25).  He rationale that God 

was responsible for Jewish branches from the olive tree being broken off so that Gentiles could be 

grafted in (11:17-19) was partially grounded in his urgent feeling that the End was near: "For salvation is 

nearer to us now than when we became believers; the night is far gone, the day is near" (13:11b-12). 

The thought of the cutting off of most of Israel from God's plan was imaginable because it was very 

temporary. For Paul, "All Israel will [shortly] be saved" (11:26).  

 Today, we Christians do not share Paul's eschatological urgency. Our two thousand year long 

effective history has instead witnessed an adaptive, enduring Judaism that has brought "to the whole 

world a witnessόoften heroic of its fidelity to the one God, [exalting] 'God in the presence of all the 

living' (Tb 13:4)."46  Post-Nostra Aetate Catholics must therefore acknowledge the possibility that the so-

called "Jewish 'no' to Jesus" is Providential.  But with our longer view of history our speculation about 

the reasons behind this can lead us to an answer that was beyond Paul's eschatologically restricted 

vision; namely, God always intended that two, related covenantal communities should walk through a 

long, indefinite history toward the ultimate culmination when God will be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28).  

 6.   THE GENTILE CHURCH IS NOURISHED BY ITS HOLY JEWISH ROOTS 

 Another Pauline theme that can readily be actualized among Christians today was explicitly 

applied in Nostra Aetate: "nor can [the Church] forget that she draws nourishment from that good olive 

tree onto which the wild olive branches of the Gentiles have been grafted (cf. Rom. 11:17-24)." 

Significantly, whereas Paul could have been thinking of Jews in Christ, such as himself, as the ones who 

mediated holiness to Gentile believers, such a construct is impossible in the virtually entirely Gentile 

Church of the present day. It is noteworthy, therefore, that the Vatican Council used Paul's image in 

relation to the Jewish tradition as whole. The Church is continuously enriched by the Jewish tradition, 

and, as several Catholic statements indicate, that enrichment is not limited to biblical Jews, but includes 

the Jewish contemporaries of the Church today.47 

 Indeed, it could be said that the reverse is also true:  the Church suffers when it forgets its 

Jewish roots.  In the words of the bishops of the United States:       

By the third century  ... a de-Judaizing process had set in which tended to undervalue the Jewish 

origins of the Church. ... [Most essential concepts in the Christian creed grew at first in Judaic 
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soil. Uprooted from that soil, these basic concepts cannot be perfectly understood.  It is for this 

reason that Nostra Aetate recommends joint "theological and biblical studies" with Jews.48 

 Such collaborative ventures have been occurred in the past several decades, and have produced 

much new insight. New lines of discussion are emerging especially in the areas of scripture, christology, 

liturgy, and ethics.   Future efforts in this regard should continue, but, following the principle that 

Catholics need nourishment from the Jewish tradition, they should also increasingly move beyond 

academic and clerical circles and into the lives of the average believer. Some ways to do this are to 

encourage Jews and Catholics to visit each other's houses of worship, to experience dialogue with one 

another on the local level, to pray together to the Creator of all, and to collaborate together in 

addressing social needs.49 

 The prayers and songs raised in Catholic worship must also reflect the Church's new awareness 

of its connectedness to Judaism. References to Jews as dwelling in continuing covenant with God must 

replace supersessionist allusions or comments about Jews only in the past tense. 

 Additionally, "Jews and Judaism should not occupy an occasional or marginal place in [Christian] 

catechesis: their presence is essential and should be organically integrated."50   Sustained and thorough 

education on Judaism is an important priority for Catholics today.51 

 This is probably the best place to observe that similar questions arise regarding typical Jewish 

knowledge of Christianity. Although Jews are obviously not nourished by any Christian roots, 

stereotypical views of "the other" are probably as common among them as they are among Christians.52 

As on Jewish commentator has put it, "Jews have thought little about the spiritual dignity of other 

faiths."53 

7.    JEWS AND CHRISTIANS MUST WITNESS TO THE AGE TO COME TOGETHER 

 Finally, Paul's eschatological concerns have an additional implication in the present day, albeit 

with some adaptations.  Like Jesus before him, everything that Paul did was ultimately directed toward 

the arrival of the Reign of God, the New Creation, when God "will be all in all" (1 Cor. 15:28).  Although 

we don't share Paul's urgent timetable in this regard, Jews and Christians both believe that they must 

work on behalf the Age to Come.  It is a vocation that they can fulfill together.54 
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 In an era beset with interreligious conflict, Christians and Jews can offer a badly needed model 

of collaboration and a vision of God’s desires for the world.  This is perhaps the strongest instruction 

that Paul would have for Gentile Christians today.  We have been grafted, through Christ, into God's 

plans for the world through no merit of our own.  In humble thanks for that gift, we should join with the 

elder People of God in witnessing to and working toward God's New Creation. 

Conclusion 

 This essay has shown that Paul's letters, particularly the Letter to the Romans as actualized by 

Nostra Aetate, has proven to be an enormous stimulus for dialogue between Jews and Christians. Yet 

the Pauline epistles, in common with all scripture, cannot simply be lifted out of their originating 

contexts and dropped into the very different contexts of Christians in the twenty-first century. 

Consequently, there are limits to the applicability of Paul's perspectives in today's world.  

 Yet the temptation remains strong to use the New Testament as a "proof-text" by avoiding a 

dialectical process to actualize it. Recently, for example, some writers have sought to minimize the full 

significance of Nostra Aetate, 4 by trying to uncritically read Romans 9-11 through the lenses of the non-

Pauline Letter to the Hebrews, whose very different circumstances and genre are left unexplored. Thus, 

Avery Cardinal Dulles has written that Nostra Aetate “left open the question whether the Old Covenant 

remains in force today”55 and that “The most formal statement on the status of the Sinai covenant 

under Christianity appears in the Letter to the Hebrews, which points out that ... the first covenant is 

‘obsolete’ and ‘ready to vanish away’ (Heb. 8:13).” 56 Similarly, Albert Cardinal Vanhoye had recourse to 

Hebrews in discussing "the permanent validity of the 'covenant-promise of God,' which is not a bilateral 

pact such as the Sinai Covenant, often broken by the Israelites. ... In this [non-Sinaitic] sense, according 

to the New Testament, “Israel continues to be in a covenant relationship with God."57 

 Space prohibits a discussion here of the interesting topic of intertextuality, relating different 

biblical authors to one another in the process of actualizing them. It must suffice to observe that the 

unknown author of Hebrews did not pursue the question of God's relationship with unbaptized Jews 

that Paul pondered in Rom. 9-11. It was therefore perfectly appropriate for the authors of Nostra Aetate 

to give priority to Paul in speaking about the Church's relations with Jews today.  

 More relevant to this essay is the observation that Romans, Hebrews, and all biblical texts must 

be engaged dialectically, not tendentiously "proof-texted." In a recent commentary, Luke Timothy 

Johnson stresses this point in regard to the Letter to the Hebrews, but, mutatis mutandis, his words are 

just as pertinent for the subject of Paul's letters and the relationship between the People of Israel and 

the Church today: 
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[P]resent-day theologians who are tempted to discourse about Jewish and Christian relations 

should not make Hebrews speak absolutely or anachronistically, but should recognize the gap 

between the situation faced by Hebrews and the questions posted by circumstances today, and 

therefore hear Hebrews (and all other scriptural witnesses) with a certain degree of subtlety. 

Theologians today might do well to focus less on what Hebrews says about the first covenant 

than on what Hebrews insists is the rigorous demand of obedience imposed by the new 

covenant, and rather than seek to discourse about the fate of Jews in God's plan, might seek to 

discover the dimensions of following the fidelity of Jesus to God's plan. 58 
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