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This research assesses the theological position implicitly or explicitly held by the 
authoritative Magisterium of the Catholic Church vis-à-vis ‘Zionism’ (an affirmation of the 

bond of the Jewish people to their historical homeland and of the existence of a Jewish 
polity in that land) between 1948 and 2005. I argue that beginning in 1948, the Catholic 
Church began to radically reinterpret its tradition of Supersessionism. This tradition had 

historically been the principal theological obstacle to any Catholic affirmation of Zionism. 
John XXIII and the Second Vatican Council undermined the foundations of Supersessionism 

but did not definitively reject it. After the Council, attempts were made to reject 
Supersessionism and affirm Zionism, but these fell afoul of political conflicts in the Middle 
East. John Paul II would reinvigorate the doctrinal trajectory and affirm that contemporary 
Jewish people are included in the gifts and calling of the irrevocable Covenant in continuity 
with their Biblical ancestors. John Paul II’s teaching, along with that of the Council, implicitly 
rejects Supersessionism. At other points in his Papacy, John Paul II theologically affirmed the 
bond of the Jewish people to the Land and, tentatively, offered a theological understanding 

of Jewish statehood in the Land. This research concludes that the Catholic Church 
theologically affirmed Zionism at the level of Ordinary Magisterium, but only in minimalist 

terms as it failed to apply this affirmation to the State of Israel itself.   
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Introduction 

This dissertation evaluates arguments found in two scholarly articles from 2018.  

 

Firstly, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI’s Grace and Vocation without Remorse. In this article 

Benedict reflects on “how the two separate communities [of Jew and Christians], united by a 

common Bible, judge one another.”1 As a part of his reflection, Benedict argues that after  

the establishment of Israel as a country in 1948, a theological doctrine emerged that 

eventually enabled the political recognition of the State of Israel by the Vatican. At its 

core is the conviction that a strictly theologically-understood state – a Jewish faith-

state – that would view itself as the theological and political fulfilment of the promises 

[of land to Abraham] – is unthinkable within history according to Christian faith and 

contrary to the Christian understanding of the promises.2 

Benedict’s argument provides two research questions. (1) What is this ‘theological doctrine’ 

which emerged after 19483? (2) Is it correct, according to this ‘theological doctrine’, that 

viewing the modern State of Israel as a theological and political fulfilment of the promise of 

land to Abraham is unthinkable according to Christian faith and understanding? Benedict’s 

argument can be summarised as an objection to a Catholic affirmation of Zionism de jure, i.e. 

it is in principle impossible for Catholics to affirm the modern State of Israel.  

 
1 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, trans. Nicholas J. 
Healy Jr., Communio: International Catholic Review 45, no. Spring 2018 (2018): 166. 
2 Benedict XVI, 178. 1948 has been chosen as the beginning of the historical focus of this study precisely 
because Benedict states this is when the ‘theological doctrine emerged’. It is acknowledged that there is an 
abundance of material to be discussed before this date and at certain points this dissertation does necessarily 
venture into such pre-1948 material.  
3 For ease of reference, I am going to describe the ‘theological doctrine’ which Benedict XVI refers to as a 
‘Catholic Theology of Judaism’ following the usage of Sherwin. Byron L. Sherwin, ‘John Paul II’s Catholic 
Theology of Judaism’, in John Paul II and Interreligious Dialogue, ed. Byron L. Sherwin and Harold Kasimow 
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1999), 139–66. 
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Secondly, Dr Adam Gregerman’s Is the Biblical Land Promise Irrevocable? in which he argues 

that 

…in official Vatican statements on Jewish-Catholic relations we find a circumscribed 

approach to the biblical covenant. This is apparent when ignoring the land promise 

(and nearly all other aspects) included in the covenant or when opposing claims of the 

land promise’s theological significance to Catholics.4 

Gregerman’s argument provides us with a final research question. (3) Have the ‘official 

Vatican teachings’ (and we will need to carefully define what we understand to be ‘official 

Vatican teaching’) ignored the land promise? Gregerman’s argument can be summarised as 

an objection de facto, i.e. official Catholic teaching has not in fact affirmed the State of Israel.  

 

I am going to be arguing against these two articles and I identify my counterargument as 

‘Catholic Zionism’. I disagree with Benedict because I believe that the ‘Catholic theology of 

Judaism’ which emerged after the Second World War can accommodate a Catholic 

understanding of the modern State of Israel as a theological and political fulfilment of the 

land promise to Abraham.5 I disagree with Gregerman because I believe that in the teaching 

of John Paul II there can indeed be seen an implicit affirmation of the State of Israel as a 

theological and, to a more tentative extent, political fulfilment of the land promise.   

 
4 Adam Gregerman, ‘Is the Biblical Land Promise Irrevocable?: Post-Nostra Aetate Catholic Theologies of the 
Jewish Covenant and the Land of Israel’, Modern Theology 32, no. 2 (April 2018): 157. 
5 For a book length study of wider Christian theology of Judaism’ see: Clemens Thoma, A Christian Theology of 
Judaism (New York: Paulist Press, 1980). 
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Terminology 

There are several areas of terminology used in this dissertation which I will explain pre-

emptively so as not to disturb the flow of the argument.  

  

(Terminology.1) Zionism 

‘Zionism’ is a secular-political movement which emerged in the 19th Century advocating 

Jewish nationhood and statehood.6 Several locations were initially mooted for settlement by 

the early Zionists, but Palestine ultimately became the geographical focus.7 Rabbi and 

theologian David Novak defines a Zionist as someone who is “personally committed to the 

existence of the State of Israel as a Jewish polity”.8 From a secular Jewish perspective, the 

‘World Zionist Organisation’ states as its primary foundational principle that the Jewish 

people have a “bond to [their] historic homeland Eretz Yisrael, and the centrality of the State 

of Israel” to that bond.9  

 
6 The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics and International Relations defines Zionism as a “movement among 
European Jews in the late nineteenth century to create a Jewish homeland… Zionism achieved its principal aim 
in 1948 with the establishment of a state of Israel which acknowledged, in its ‘Law of Return’, the right of all 
Jews to live within its borders. Since that time ‘Zionism’ can be taken to refer to support for the continued 
existence of the state of Israel. Like many forms of nationalism, of which it is a special case, Zionism tolerates 
considerable ideological diversity: it is possible to be a religious or secular Zionist, and to believe in capitalism 
or socialism in the state of Israel.” Lincoln Allison, ‘Zionism’, in The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Politics and 
International Relations, Fourth Edition-Online Version (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 
http://www.oxfordreference.com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199670840.001.0001/acref-
9780199670840-e-1492. For a study of the development and ideology of Zionism see: David Engel, Zionism, A 
Short History of a Big Idea (Harlow, United Kingdom: Pearson Longman, 2009). And: Michael Stanislawski, 
Zionism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
7 For example, one of the key texts of early Zionism, Theodor Herzl’s 1984 Der Judenstaat, proposed two 
possible locations; Palestine and Argentina. Theodor Herzl, The Jewish State (New York: Dover Publications, 
Inc., 1988), 95–96, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/25282/25282-h/25282-h.htm#toc.  
8 ‘Polity’ meaning an identifiable political body or in broader terms simply ‘statehood’. David Novak, Zionism 
and Judaism - A New Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1. 
9 World Zionist Organization, ‘The Jerusalem Program’, The Jerusalem Program, 2, accessed 24 July 2018, 
http://www.wzo.org.il/The-Jerusalem-Program. The WZO definition uses the term Eretz Yisrael (in some 
sources, and in this dissertation, this is often contracted to Eretz). This is a transliteration of the Hebrew word 

לארשי ץרא  which means ‘The Land of Israel’. In the WZO definition, this term is used in the context of the bond 
of the Jewish people to the Land. Novak’s definition and the WZO’s definition also make reference to the 
‘State of Israel’. This phrase is ארשי תנידמ  in Hebrew, transliterated as Medinat Yisrael (often contracted to 
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The definitions outlined above contain two premises for a basic definition of Zionism:  

(1) the bond of the Jewish people to their historic homeland (Eretz Yisrael) 

(2) the existence of a Jewish polity in that land (Medinat Yisrael) 

I am not addressing the question of whether or not the State of Israel should be a ‘Jewish 

State’ or a ‘State for Jews’.10 This research focuses upon material which is ‘theological’ in 

nature. It will eschew the political questions of, for example, geographic borders and the 

settlements in the West Bank.11  

 

(Terminology.2) Authoritative Magisterium of the Catholic Church 

The concept of ‘authoritative Magisterium of the Catholic Church’ is an important analytical 

tool in quantifying the significance of ‘Catholic Zionism’. The ‘Magisterium’ is the teaching 

 
Medinat). The means the existence of a Jewish political state/polity in the Land of Israel. There is a question of 
whether, as we are approaching the subject from a theological perspective, this ‘polity/state’ should be a 
secular democracy or a Bible-based theocracy. This is a question for a ‘maximalist’ Catholic theological 
approach to Zionism and is sidestepped in this research. Nevertheless, a more detailed study would need to 
address this question. These two concepts are not exclusive, it is possible to hold both at the same time, i.e. 
believing that the Jewish people have a bond to the Land (Eretz) and that the State of Israel is a fulfilment of 
this bond (Medinat).  See: Zionist Federation of Great Britain and Ireland, ‘About ZFUK’, Zionist Federation of 
Great Britain and Ireland, accessed 10 August 2019, https://zionist.org.uk/about-zf/. Also: Zionist Federation of 
Great Britain and Ireland, ‘Affiliate Members’, Zionist Federation of Great Britain and Ireland, accessed 10 
August 2019, https://zionist.org.uk/affiliate-members/. It is also possible to hold to one and not the other. For 
example, it is possible for someone to believe that the Jewish people have a right to the Land (Eretz) without 
seeing the modern State of Israel as a fulfilment of this. An example of this would be Neturei Karta who 
believe that the Jews can only return to Israel when the Messiah comes and who judge the State of Israel to be 
a blasphemy. See: Neturei Karta International, ‘What Is the Neturei Karta?’, Neturei Karta, accessed 10 August 
2019, https://www.nkusa.org/aboutus/index.cfm. Also: Daniel Sugarman, ‘A Short Guide to Neturei Karta, the 
Anti-Zionist’s Favourite Fringe Jewish Sect’, The Jewish Chronicle, 11 September 2017, 
https://www.thejc.com/comment/comment/who-are-the-neturei-karta-1.444090. In contrast, there are those 
non-Religious Jews who believe that Israel has a secular right to statehood through some form of self-
determination, but that the theological claim to the land has been largely invented. See for example: Shlomo 
Sand, The Invention of the Jewish People, Paperback Edition (London: Verso, 2010). 
10 This is a highly complicated matter and could be addressed in a study of ‘Maximalist Catholic Zionism’ (to be 
defined later in this terminological study). For an introduction to this question, see: The Jewish Agency for 
Israel, ‘A State For Jews Or A Jewish State’, The Jewish Agency for Israel, accessed 10 August 2019, 
http://archive.jewishagency.org/jewish-community/content/24059. 
11 A future study could potentially examine how the theological teachings I outline would affect the Catholic 
Church’s stance regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict. 
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office of the Church vested in the Bishops and the Pope, based upon the principle of them 

being successors to the Apostles who were tasked by Christ to teach the Christian faith.12 The 

purpose of the Magisterium is to interpret Scripture and Sacred Tradition so as to prevent 

Catholics from falling into incorrect understandings regarding faith and morals.13  

 

 
12 See the ‘Great Commission’ of the Apostles in Matthew 28:16-20. “Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, 
to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some 
doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.” For an exposition of the Catholic particular understanding of the Apostolicity 
and Church unity see: ‘Apostolicity’, in New Advent, accessed 14 April 2020, 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01648b.htm. For an explanation of the Catholic understanding of 
Apostolic Succession, see: ‘Apostolic Succession’, in New Advent, n.d., 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01641a.htm. For a specifically Catholic theological understanding of the 
historical aspect of the Apostolic Succession see: International Theological Commission, ‘Catholic Teaching on 
Apostolic Succession’, 1973, sec. II, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_cti_1973_successione-
apostolica_en.html. 
13 [‘§’ refers to passages in the Catechism of the Catholic Church] “… ‘magisterium’ is a term in Catholic 
theology for the teaching office of the Church, rooted in Christ and transmitted through apostolic succession 
to all bishops in communion with the papacy. According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, because its 
task is to preserve the faithful from error (§85) through authoritative interpretation of Scripture and tradition, 
the magisterium possesses the charism of infallibility with respect to matters of faith and morals (§890). Yet, 
because this charism can be exercised in different ways, a distinction is drawn between the supreme and the 
ordinary magisterium. The former is exercised when the pope, either by himself or together with the college of 
bishops, proclaims a doctrine ‘by a definitive act … for belief as being divinely revealed’ (Cat., §891; cf. §88). By 
contrast, the ordinary magisterium refers to the process by which bishops (and especially the pope) propose ‘a 
teaching that leads to better understanding of Revelation’ through less formal means like preaching or 
catechesis (Cat., §892). It is Catholic teaching that the magisterium, while not itself a source of revelation, 
nevertheless forms a functional unity with Scripture and tradition, such that ‘one of them cannot stand 
without the others’ (Cat., §95).” Ian A. McFarland et al., eds., ‘Magisterium’, in The Cambridge Dictionary of 
Christian Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), https://www-cambridge-
org.bris.idm.oclc.org/core/books/cambridge-dictionary-of-christian-
theology/BC1AC662151AC6506E9C02174BCD54F5/listing?q=magisterium&_csrf=u2eO5dW4-
xEj1kFkVw6AUqzNejUlX_SD3FiU&searchWithinIds=BC1AC662151AC6506E9C02174BCD54F5&aggs%5Bproduct
Types%5D%5Bfilters%5D=BOOK_PART. Dulles gives a historical and systematic treatment of the subject of 
‘Magisterium’. This book also provides a useful appendix of official Vatican documents to contextualise his 
study. See: Avery Cardinal Dulles, Magisterium - Teacher and Guardian of the Faith (Naples, FL: Sapientia 
Press, 2007). Sullivan’s systematic analysis is useful in differentiating different levels of authority. Francis A 
Sullivan S.J., Magisterium - Teaching Authority in the Catholic Church (Eugene, Oregon: WIPF and STOCK 
Publishers, 2002). 
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I have devised a grading system of 1 – 5 to assign value to the different authority levels of the 

Magisterium.14 The authority and scope of the Magisterium is strongly disputed by some 

theologians.15 

 

There are six ‘organs’ (or sources) of the Magisterium. The first is the Pope when speaking 

solemnly as head of the Universal Church (ex Cathedra).16 He can also function in a Magisterial 

capacity in his role as first among equals (primus inter pares) when speaking as the Bishop of 

Rome and as head of the College of Bishops.17 The second organ is the College of Bishops 

when all the Bishops of the world are gathered together in an Ecumenical Council with the 

Pope or when dispersed throughout the world but united in a collegial act by teaching 

something the Pope has publicly declared.18  The third organ is the Bishop’s Conferences and 

 
14 Levels 1-3 are prescribed in Canon Law. Levels 4 and 5 are not Magisterium and have been added by me to 
the Canon Law levels as reference points. Due to the large number of references necessary for establishing this 
definition, I have included an appendix which gives the full quotes of the relevant referenced sources rather 
than including them all as footnotes. It is important to note that there are many who would disagree with the 
scheme and the ideas I have here devised. The definition of Magisterial Authority I will use will be based upon 
the Code of Canon Law and the Vatican II dogmatic constitution Lumen Gentium. Regrettably, neither source 
gives a clear demarcation of different levels of authority and the scheme I have devised is only speculative. 
Further research could enquire with Canonists and Theologians and get their feedback on the scheme created 
here. Magisterial ‘authority’ is a much broader concept than is being used here and that a future study could 
vastly expand this definition. Dulles argues, for example, that a strict grading of Magisterial authority is a mark 
of theological manuals published before the reforms of Vatican II. Dulles, Magisterium - Teacher and Guardian 
of the Faith, 83–84. An example of such strict grading can be seen in Ott’s Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma 
published in 1960. Ludwig Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma, ed. James Bastible, trans. Patrick Lynch, 
Fourth Edition (Cork: The Mercier Press, 1960), 8–10. While a strict grading is not reflective of the more 
nuanced understanding of the Magisterium after Vatican II, a clear classification is useful for making a clear 
assessment of a particular teachings’ authority and so I have continued in this pre-Vatican II methodology. 
15 The debate over the scope and organs of the Magisterium is a significant area of theological debate and 
scholarship. See for example Hans Küng, Infallible? An Enquiry, trans. Eric Mosbacher (London: Collins, 1971). 
Also: Charles Taylor, ‘Magisterial Authority’, in The Crisis of Authority in Catholic Modernity, by Michael J. 
Lacecy and Francis Oakley (New York: Oxford Scholarship Online, 2015), 259–69. While I acknowledge the 
debate, it will not be discussed in detail in this research because the Magisterium is being used as an analytical 
tool and is not the primary focus of this study.   
16 Canon Law Society of America, trans., ‘Code of Canon Law’, Holy See, 1998, sec. 749 §1, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG1104/_INDEX.HTM. 
17 ‘Dogmatic Constitution on the Church - Lumen Gentium’, Vatican, 21 November 1964, sec. 25, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-
gentium_en.html.  
18 ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 22. See also; Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 749 §2. 
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Councils of Bishops (groups of Bishops gathered from the world and appointed by the Pope 

to assist with deliberation of faith and morals).19  The fourth organ of the Magisterium is 

individual Bishops.20 The fifth organ are [not strictly part of the Magisterium, but intimately 

related] qualified theologians who reflect upon and interpret the Magisterium.21 Finally, the 

sixth organ is the laity, through their illative sense.22  

 

The first and highest level of Magisterial authority is that of ‘Extraordinary’ Magisterium. The 

Pope can teach at this level of authority in his capacity as supreme head of the Church, the 

Latin for this is ex cathedra, i.e. from the chair [...of Saint Peter].23 The Pope can also teach at 

the level of authority in his capacity as primus inter pares head of the College of Bishops.24 

The College of Bishops teaches at this level when gathered together in a solemnly convened 

Ecumenical Council.25 For a teaching to be able to invoke ‘Extraordinary’ Magisterial authority 

 
19 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 753. There is much debate about the doctrinal 
authority of Bishops’ Conferences. For an a statement of the official Vatican position: “Taking into account that 
the authentic magisterium of the Bishops, namely what they teach insofar as they are invested with the 
authority of Christ, must always be in communion with the Head of the College and its members, when the 
doctrinal declarations of Episcopal Conferences are approved unanimously, they may certainly be issued in the 
name of the Conferences themselves, and the faithful are obliged to adhere with a sense of religious respect 
to that authentic magisterium of their own Bishops. However, if this unanimity is lacking, a majority alone of 
the Bishops of a Conference cannot issue a declaration as authentic teaching of the Conference to which all 
the faithful of the territory would have to adhere, unless it obtains the recognitio of the Apostolic See, which 
will not give it if the majority requesting it is not substantial. The intervention of the Apostolic See is analogous 
to that required by the law in order for the Episcopal Conference to issue general decrees. The recognitio of 
the Holy See serves furthermore to guarantee that, in dealing with new questions posed by the accelerated 
social and cultural changes characteristic of present times, the doctrinal response will favour communion and 
not harm it, and will rather prepare an eventual intervention of the universal magisterium.” John Paul II, 
‘Apostolos Suos’, 21 May 1998, sec. 22, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/motu_proprio/documents/hf_jp-ii_motu-proprio_22071998_apostolos-suos.html. 
20 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 375 §1. 
21 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, ‘Instruction - Donum Veritatis - On the Ecclesial Vocation of the 
Theologian’ (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 24 May 1990), sec. 6, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19900524_theologi
an-vocation_en.html. 
22 ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 12. See also: John Henry Cardinal Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent 
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1902), chap. 9, 
http://www.newmanreader.org/works/grammar/index.html. 
23 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 749 §1. 
24 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 749 §2. 
25 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 749 §2. 
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it must be proclaimed by the Pope or the College of Bishops by definitive act.26 This level of 

teaching can also be called a ‘dogma’.27 This teaching can only be within the scope of matters 

of faith and morals.28 The ‘Extraordinary Magisterium’ is held by the Church to be infallible, 

i.e. without the possibility of error.29 Catholics are required to assent to this level of 

Magisterium with a ‘divine and Catholic faith’, also known as a ‘full assent of faith’.30 To 

publicly and persistently dissent from the Extraordinary Magisterium of the Church carries 

with it the penalty of latae sententiae excommunication.31 

 

The second level of authority is that of ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium. This level of 

authority is essentially the same as the Extraordinary. The only difference is that this teaching 

is not defined as ‘dogmatic’ as it is without the solemn invocation of Extraordinary nature and 

infallibility.32 The Pope teaches at this level when he makes his will to do so known in his 

capacity as Pope through the character of his documents, from frequent repetition and 

 
26 i.e. they must state that this is an exercise of infallibility and of the Extraordinary Magisterium (not 
necessarily in these exact words, but a formulation which conveys the solemnity and extraordinary nature of 
the teaching). Canon Law Society of America, sec. 749 §3. The actual source of these teachings can vary from 
Council Documents to Papal Apostolic Constitutions. Conceivably they could come in any official Church 
document, so long as there is a solemn and explicit teaching contained therein. 
27 “The Church's Magisterium exercises the authority it holds from Christ to the fullest extent when it defines 
dogmas, that is, when it proposes truths contained in divine Revelation or also when it proposes in a definitive 
way truths having a necessary connection with them. There is an organic connection between our spiritual life 
and the dogmas. Dogmas are lights along the path of faith; they illuminate it and make it secure. Conversely, if 
our life is upright, our intellect and heart will be open to welcome the light shed by the dogmas of faith. The 
mutual connections between dogmas, and their coherence, can be found in the whole of the Revelation of the 
mystery of Christ.” Catechism of the Catholic Church - Popular and Definitive Edition (London: Burns & Oates, 
2000), secs 88–90. 
28 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 749 §2-3. 
29 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 749 §1-2. See also: ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 25. 
30 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 750 §1. 
31 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 750 §2. This is also known as ‘heresy’. If the person is a cleric then this 
would also lead to suspension from the clerical state. Canon Law Society of America, sec. 1371 §1-2. 
Depending on the severity and extent of the dissent and the publicity the dissenter has courted, the individual 
may be able to reconcile themselves to the Church through the Sacrament of reconciliation, but in more 
serious cases the reconciliation may be reserved to the local Ordinary, the Bishop or the Apostolic Penitentiary 
in Rome. Canon Law Society of America, secs 1354–1363. 
32 This relates to the concept of whether it is ‘manifestly evident’ that such a teaching invokes solemn 
Magisterial authority. See: Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 749 §3. 
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through the way in which he speaks.33 The College of Bishops speaks with this same authority 

when gathered in an Ecumenical Council or when teaching something along with the Pope in 

a collegiate and unified way.34 When seeking to communicate an Ordinary and Universal 

Magisterial teaching, the Pope would use a document such as an Apostolic Constitution, a 

Papal Bull or (as is more common today) an Encyclical. Frequent repetition of the same 

teaching can elevate it to the level of ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium.35 The College of 

Bishops teaches at this level using the promulgated documents of an Ecumenical Council.36 

They can also teach at this level when confirming a teaching which the Pope has publicly 

declared.37 The ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium is also considered by the Church to be 

infallible, Catholics are required to assent to these teachings with a ‘full assent of faith’. 38 

Persistent dissent from the ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium carries a penalty of 

excommunication in keeping with that of the ‘Extraordinary’ Magisterium as both share 

infallibility.39 

 

The third level of authority is that of ‘Ordinary’ Magisterium. This form of teaching is not 

doctrinal or dogmatic as it lacks universality.40 The Pope teaches at this level when publicly 

teaching in his official capacity and discussing matters of faith and morals, but not proposing 

anything new or developing previous teaching. The College of Bishops cannot teach at this 

level because by acting as a corporate/collegiate body they will by definition be making that 

 
33 ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 25. 
34 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 337 §1-2. See also: ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 22.  
35 ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 25. 
36 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 337 §1. 
37 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 337 §2. 
38 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 749 §1-2, 750 §1 and 752. 
39 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 750. See also: ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 25. 
40 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 753. 
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teaching ‘universal’. Bishops exercise this authority as Conferences, Synods and in their 

individual spheres of pastoral authority.41 If the Pope has endowed them with such power, 

Bishops’ Conferences and Synods can teach at the level of ‘Ordinary’ Magisterium when 

deliberating on questions posed to them by the Pope or the College of Bishops.42 They cannot 

issue authoritative magisterium on their own initiative, but only on the mandate of the Pope 

or College.43 Individual Bishops, within the scope of their own pastoral authority (i.e. in their 

diocese or prelature), can teach at this level so long as they are unified with the Pope in doing 

so.44 The Pope can teach at this level even if he does not intend to do so by a definitive act, 

so all of his public teaching in his official capacity on the subject of faith and morals and which 

is not invoking his authority explicitly can be considered ‘Ordinary’ Magisterium.45 Sources of 

Papal Ordinary Magisterium may not be as obvious as encyclicals. Sources such as addresses 

and speeches to non-Catholic audiences may be included. Synods and Bishops’ Conferences 

teach at this level in the documents which they produce at the close of a Synod.46 Individual 

Bishops teach with Ordinary Magisterial authority only within the scope of their particular 

pastoral responsibility (i.e. for a Diocesan Bishop in the geographical area of his diocese; and 

 
41 Canon Law Society of America, secs 342–246, 1558 and 1560. 
42 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 34 §2. 
43 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 343. 
44 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 753. For the scope of the authority for the Prelates of Personal 
Prelatures, see: Canon Law Society of America, secs 294–297. 
45 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 753. 
46 In practice, however, these synods often prompt an Apostolic Exhortation from the Pope which would make 
any teaching therein ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium. An example of a Papal text resulting from a Synod 
is Pope Francis’ 2016 Apostolic Exhortation Amoris Laetitia which was produced as a response to the 2014-15 
Synod on the Family. Since 2018, final documents produced by Synods have ‘Ordinary’ magisterial authority if 
they are passed by a majority and have the approval of the Pope. Francis, ‘Episcopalis Communio’, 15 
September 2018, sec. Article 18, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_constitutions/documents/papa-francesco_costituzione-
ap_20180915_episcopalis-communio.html. This authority, however, cannot be invoked retrospectively and 
only applies to final documents produced after 2018. As the historical scope of this dissertation is 1958-2005 
this will not apply to material we will be discussing. I have only mentioned it so as to acknowledge recent 
developments in this area. 
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a Personal Prelate among those members of the Prelature, e.g. Opus Dei).47 The ‘Ordinary’ 

Magisterium is authoritative and decisive but does not carry the certainty of ‘infallibility’.48 A 

‘religious submission of the intellect’ is required in response to this level of Magisterium.49 

Even though it is not infallible, a Catholic cannot refuse assent to a teaching of the ‘Ordinary’ 

Magisterium.50 As this level of magisterium is not dogmatic, the penalty for dissent is lesser, 

although still severe, and is left to the Local Ordinary or the Apostolic See (i.e. the Vatican) to 

decide as appropriate and could include excommunication, interdict or suspension (if a 

cleric).51 There is, however, latitude for legitimate enquiry by theologians into these teachings 

so long as the theologians respect the authority of the Magisterium and do not present their 

enquiries as definitive conclusions or give scandal to the Laity as a result of the enquiry.52  

 

[Levels 1-3 are Magisterium, but the remaining two levels are not and are included by me as 

points of reference.] The fourth level of authority is that of ‘Hierarchical Reflections'. The 

difference between this level and that of ‘Ordinary’ Magisterium is that it does not contain 

any implicit or explicit definitive teaching. Members of the hierarchy can speak with this level 

of authority when discussing Levels 1-3 of the Magisterium in their official capacity but not 

intending to actually teach. This could also be called an ‘institutional commentary’ on the 

Magisterium. The Pope can teach at this level in mediums such as interviews and books in 

which he remains the figure of the Pope but does not invoke his authority as such.53 The 

 
47 ‘Lumen Gentium’, secs 20, 23. 
48 ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 25. [paragraph 2] 
49 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 752. 
50 Canon Law Society of America, sec. 752. 
51 For the definition of a local Ordinary see: Canon Law Society of America, secs 134, 1371. 
52 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, ‘Instruction - Donum Veritatis - On the Ecclesial Vocation of the 
Theologian’, secs 24–25.  
53 An example of this would be an interview with the Pope such as Vittorio Messori’s book Crossing the 
Threshold of Hope in which he interviewed Pope John Paul II. John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope, ed. 
Vittorio Messori, trans. Jenny McPhee and Martha McPhee (London: Jonathan Cape, 1994). 
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College of Bishops cannot teach at this level due to the universal nature of corporate exercises 

of their office. Synods, Bishops Conferences and individual Bishops speak at this level in their 

official documents relating to matters of faith and morals and when providing commentary 

rather than pastoral teaching.54 Level Four teaching material comes from sources such as 

interviews, books and less solemn forms of official documentation such as (non-Pastoral) 

letters and speeches. These hierarchical reflections are significant for Catholics because the 

organ producing them retains their ex officio authority as an Organ of the Magisterium, but 

the material they are producing is not a part of the Magisterial Office as it does not contain 

any definitive teaching and therefore does not have ‘infallibility’. Catholics are therefore 

under no obligation to assent to Level 4 teaching theologically. There are no penalties 

attached to dissent from this form of teaching. 

 

The fifth level of authority is that of ‘Non-Hierarchical Expert Reflections’. The Pope can speak 

with this level if he explicitly states that he is functioning in his role as a private theologian.55 

The same is true of Synods and Bishops Conferences, although due to their fundamental 

nature, it is hard to envisage an occasion when they would have need to function in this 

manner. Individual Bishops, like the Pope, produce material at this level when they do not 

invoke their Episcopal authority and state that they are functioning as a private theologian in 

this matter. The most common organ for this level of teaching is the academic theologian. 

 
54 An example of this would be the document produced after the Synod on the Family. See: Synod of Bishops 
(XIV Ordinary General Assembly), ‘The Vocation and Mission of the Family in the Church and in the 
Contemporary World’ (The Holy See, 24 October 2015), 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_20151026_relazione-finale-xiv-
assemblea_en.html. 
55 An example of this would Pope Benedict XVI’s Jesus of Nazareth. In the Foreword to this book, Pope 
Benedict states that “…this book is in no way an exercise of the Magisterium, but is solely an expression of my 
personal search ‘for the face of the Lord’ (cf. Ps 27:8). Everyone is free, then, to contradict me.” Benedict XVI, 
Jesus of Nazareth - From the Baptism in the Jordan to the Transfiguration (London: Bloomsbury, 2007), xxiv. 
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Judging who is qualified as a ‘theologian’ is difficult to gauge.56 The basic definition is someone 

“who is versed in theology; spec. one who makes a study or profession of theology…”57 The 

forum for this form of source material would be in academic journals and scholarly books. 

This level of teaching has no guarantor of certainty and is the personal opinion of the 

individual theologian. This level of teaching is by its very nature speculative and opinion and 

no assent is required of a Catholic. There are no penalties attached to dissent from this level 

of teaching and Catholics are free to contradict as their consciences and intellect dictate. 

 

A methodological problem with using my definition of authority is how to rate the authority 

of specific teachings within wider documents and events (e.g. an Ecumenical Council) and 

whether these teachings should be analysed in isolation or in their wider context. The 

problem of taking passages out of the context of their document can be demonstrated with 

an example from the Vatican II document Sacrosanctum Concilium. This document states that 

“the use of the mother tongue, whether in the Mass, the administration of the sacraments, 

or other parts of the liturgy, frequently may be of great advantage to the people, the limits of 

its employment may be extended.”58 It could be assumed from this quotation that the 

vernacular could be implemented wholesale in the Liturgy if this was to the advantage of the 

faithful. Yet the previous paragraph stated that “Particular law remaining in force, the use of 

the Latin language is to be preserved in the Latin rites.”59 This second quotation shows that 

 
56 For a focused study on this question see: Jürgen Moltmann, ‘What Is a Theologian’, trans. Margaret Kohl, 
Irish Theological Quarterly 64, no. 2 (1 June 1999): 189–298. 
57 OED Online, ‘Theologian’, in OED Online (Oxford University Press, June 2019), https://www-oed-
com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/Entry/200374?redirectedFrom=theologian&. 
58 ‘Sacrosanctum Concilium’, 4 December 1963, sec. 36, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html. 
59 ‘Sacrosanctum Concilium’, sec. 36. 
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Latin was intended to have been preserved. This example shows that great caution must be 

used when separating individual quotes from wider documents.  

 

(Terminology.3) Supersessionism 

In expounding ‘Catholic Zionism’ I make reference to ‘Supersessionism’. Historically this 

theological position heavily influenced responses to Jewish claims to Eretz and Medinat in the 

Christian tradition.60 In its most basic form, Supersessionism (also called ‘Replacement 

Theology) is “the question of the extent – if any – to which the Christian Church may be said 

to have replaced or superseded the Jewish people as the object of God’s Covenant with 

Abraham, and thus as the elect people of God.”61  

 

Soulen defines Supersessionism as the Christian Church “declaring itself the ‘new spiritual 

Israel’ that has superseded [taken the place of] the old carnal Israel in God’s election and 

design.”62 Catholicism has, at various times in its history, defaulted to a Supersessionist 

position regarding Zionism.63  

 

 
60 The phrase ‘tradition’ has been deliberately chosen instead of ‘doctrine’ or ‘teaching’. The question of 
doctrinal continuity of the Church’s teaching on the Jews is a disputed topic between scholars. This research 
sidesteps this question as our focus is upon the theological position vis a vis Zionism. For scholarly discussion 
of this subject see: Gavin D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), chap. ’The Council and the Jews A ‘Dramatic Change’ in Doctrine?’ pp.113-159. & Gerald 
O’Collins, SJ, The Second Vatican Council on Other Religions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 204. 
61 Ian A. McFarland et al., eds., ‘Supersessionism’, in The Cambridge Dictionary of Christian Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 489, https://www-cambridge-
org.bris.idm.oclc.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-
core/content/view/53CAAA2920A9D7F5D0D1CD2E98BD212C/9780511781285c19_p452-493_CBO.pdf/s.pdf. 
62 R. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel and Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), ix.  
63 It is acknowledged that the Catholic Church’s tradition is an important historical topic and that any future 
study of doctrinal continuity would have to explore the theological teachings of the Church prior to 1958, 
analyse their doctrinal authority and assess the continuity of Minimalist Catholic Zionism with the pre-1958 
doctrinal position. Due to the limitations in scope of an MPhil, however, such a consideration must be 
sidestepped so as to focus on the theological considerations of the Church’s doctrinal trajectory in the time 
period specified.  
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Soulen identifies three forms of Supersessionism. Firstly, ‘economic’, which teaches that the 

Jewish soteriological economy was a prefigurement of Christianity and a preparation for 

Christian soteriology; the Jewish salvation economy therefore becoming obsolete and 

replaced by the Christian.64 Secondly, ‘punitive’, which teaches that because “the Jews 

obstinately reject God’s action in Christ, God in turn angrily rejects and punishes the Jews.”65 

Soulen argues that the economic form of Supersessionism is often accompanied by the 

punitive as a supplementary part.66 A third and final form of Supersessionism identified by 

Soulen is ‘structural’, which “unifies the Christian [Biblical] canon in a manner that renders 

the Hebrew scriptures largely indecisive for shaping conclusions about how God’s purpose 

engages creation in universal and enduring ways.”67 

 

(Terminology.4) ‘Christian Zionism’ contrasted with ‘Catholic Zionism’ 

In contrast to Supersessionism, some non-Catholic Christians have theologically affirmed 

Zionism based on their Scriptural exegesis and I wish to differentiate this position from the 

‘Catholic Zionism’ I will identify. Prominent among these affirmations is ‘Christian Zionism’ 

which, based upon a Protestant literal Biblical hermeneutic, advocates the restoration of the 

 
64 “According to the standard model, Israel and the church both depend exclusively upon Christ for their 
soteriological significance. But Israel corresponds to Christ in a merely prefigurative and carnal way, whereas 
the church corresponds to Jesus Christ in a definitive and spiritual way. Hence Christ’s advent brings about the 
obsolescence of carnal Israel and inaugurates the age of the spiritual church. Everything that characterised the 
economy of salvation in the Israelite form becomes obsolete and is replaced by the its ecclesial equivalent. The 
written law of Moses is replaced by the spiritual law of Christ, circumcision by baptism, natural descent by 
faith as criterion of membership in the people of God, and so forth. As a result, carnal Israel becomes obsolete. 
This understanding of Supersessionism can be called economic because the ultimate obsolescence of carnal 
Israel is an essential feature of God’s overarching economy of redemption for the world... According to 
economic supersessionism, Israel is transient not because it happens to be sinful but because Israel’s essential 
role in the economy of redemption is to prepare for salvation in its spiritual and universal form.” 
Soulen, The God of Israel and Christian Theology, 29. 
65 Soulen, 30. 
66 Soulen, 30. 
67 Soulen, 31. 
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Jewish People to the Land of Israel as a fulfilment of Biblical prophecy. 68 This form of Zionism 

is often linked with Dispensationalism.69 The USA’s foreign policy and relations with Israel 

continue to demonstrate the influence of Christian Zionism in contemporary American 

politics.70  

 

As Christian Zionism is based on a Protestant fundamentalist interpretation of scripture, it is 

fundamentally incongruous with the foundations of Catholic theology because the Church 

holds that “…sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the teaching authority of the Church, in 

 
68 Historically, Christian Zionism developed in English-speaking Protestantism. An example of this is the 
Schofield Reference Bible, a 1909 (revised 1917) commentary on the Bible written by American Protestant 
Cyrus I. Scofield. In his commentary to Revelation 7:14, Scofield taught that the second coming of Christ would 
specifically involve “the people of God who will have returned to Palestine in unbelief.” Cyrus I. Scofield, 
‘Scofield Reference Bible’, Study Light, 1917, https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/srn.html, Note to 
Revelation 7:14. The ‘Balfour Declaration’ is another example of Zionism in a Christian context. In 1917, four 
centuries of Ottoman rule were ended with the British Empire captured Palestine as a part of their Middle 
Eastern Campaign during the First World War. Shortly after the capture of the region, British Foreign Secretary 
Arthur Balfour wrote a letter to Lord Rothschild – an early Zionist leader – which stated that: “His Majesty's 
Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will 
use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object…”Arthur James Balfour, ‘Balfour 
Declaration’, Jewish Virtual Library, 2 November 1917, https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/text-of-the-
balfour-declaration. Goldman in his 2009 book Zeal for Zion argues that Balfour “was a firm believer in the 
divinely ordained restoration of the Jews to their land.” Shalom Goldman, Zeal for Zion - Christians, Jews & the 
Idea of The Promised Land (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 290. Christian Zionism 
takes several different forms. Stephen Sizer groups these under the headings of: Covenantal Premillennial, 
Messianic Dispensational, Apocalyptic Dispensational and Political Dispensational.  Stephen Sizer, Christian 
Zionism - Road-Map to Armageddon? (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 2004), 224–64. 
69 Dispensationalism – “A conviction that the Bible depicts a scheme of progression by stages (or 
dispensations) in history, in which God’s self-revelation and plan of salvation is disclosed. These stages include 
the Jewish Temple, the Church, the Second Coming (Parousia) and finally the creation of a new heaven and 
earth. Its key teaching is that the Bible is to be read literally and contains detailed prophecies of future events. 
It originated in the teaching of J. N. Darby and the Plymouth Brethren movement in the 19th cent. It is 
represented in the Schofield Reference Bible (1909) and has a large following in the USA.” E. A. Livingstone, 
ed., ‘Dispensationalism.’, in The Concise Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199659623.001.0001/acref-
9780199659623-e-6363. For a study of the influence of the Scofield Bible upon dispensationalism see: B. M. 
Pietsch, Dispensational Modernism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), chap. ’The Scofield Reference 
Bible amidst a Dispensational Century’ , pages 173-212. 
70 In 2019, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo claimed his Christian faith made it possible for him to consider 
President Donald Trump as being sent by God to save Israel from Iran. While not expressly based on Scripture 
or Dispensationalism in the Schofield model, this episode shows how Christian religious belief still underpins 
the geo-political stance of some figures in the (now former) US administration. See: BBC, ‘Pompeo Says God 
May Have Sent Trump to Save Israel from Iran’, BBC News, 22 March 2019, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-47670717. 



 17 
 

accord with God's most wise design, are so linked and joined together that one cannot stand 

without the others…”71 While scripture is clearly an important part of Catholic theology, it is 

essentially and inexorably linked with ‘sacred tradition’ and ‘teaching authority’.72 If the 

‘Authoritative Magisterium's’ teaching was a theological affirmation of Zionism, this 

affirmation would have to be labelled as a ’Catholic Zionism’ rather than ’Christian Zionism’ 

to avoid confusion with the Protestant movement. Catholic Zionism is therefore distinguished 

from Christian Zionism by two factors: (1) foundation in Sacred Tradition and Scripture, and 

(2) taught within the scope of ‘authority’ in the Church (See Terminology.2).  

 

(Terminology.5) Further qualifications needing definition 

There is an important difference between ‘minimalist’ and ‘maximalist’ forms of ‘Catholic 

Zionism’. The distinction is between a ‘right’ (de jure) and a ‘fact’ (de facto). De jure means 

 
71 Vatican II, Dei Verbum. Quoted in: Walter M. Abbott, S.J. and Very Rev. Msgr. Joseph Gallagher, eds., The 
Documents of Vatican II - The Message and Meaning of the Ecumenical Council, With Notes and Comments by 
Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox Authorities (London and Dublin: Geoffrey Chapman, 1966), 118. 
72 At the Second Vatican Council, the Church defined ‘Sacred Tradition in the following terms: Now what was 
handed on by the Apostles includes everything which contributes toward the holiness of life and increase in 
faith of the peoples of God; and so the Church, in her teaching, life and worship, perpetuates and hands on to 
all generations all that she herself is, all that she believes. This tradition which comes from the Apostles 
develop in the Church with the help of the Holy Spirit. For there is a growth in the understanding of the 
realities and the words which have been handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study 
made by believers, who treasure these things in their hearts (see Luke, 2:19, 51) through a penetrating 
understanding of the spiritual realities which they experience, and through the preaching of those who have 
received through Episcopal succession the sure gift of truth. For as the centuries succeed one another, the 
Church constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God reach their 
complete fulfilment in her. The words of the holy fathers witness to the presence of this living tradition, whose 
wealth is poured into the practice and life of the believing and praying Church. Through the same tradition the 
Church's full canon of the sacred books is known, and the sacred writings themselves are more profoundly 
understood and unceasingly made active in her; and thus God, who spoke of old, uninterruptedly converses 
with the bride of His beloved Son; and the Holy Spirit, through whom the living voice of the Gospel resounds in 
the Church, and through her, in the world, leads unto all truth those who believe and makes the word of Christ 
dwell abundantly in them (see Col. 3:16). ‘Dei Verbum - Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation’, Holy See, 
sec. 8, accessed 15 August 2018, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651118_dei-
verbum_en.html. 
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supporting something “according to rightful entitlement or claim...”73 De facto means 

“existing or holding a specified position in fact but not necessarily by legal right...”74 A 

’minimalist’ form of Catholic Zionism affirms the right of the Jewish people to Eretz and 

Medinat. In contrast, a ‘maximalist form’ would seek to justify the political actions of the State 

of Israel within the framework of Catholic Zionism. A ’maximalist’ Catholic Zionism could also 

begin to move into eschatology and would be more akin to the Protestant Dispensational 

‘Christian Zionism’. Benedict’s caution and criticisms of Zionism – which are evaluated in this 

study – must be seen in the context of this distinction. 

 

The verb ‘affirm’ simply means to “declare one’s support for; uphold; defend.”75 In the 

context of this research, ‘affirmation’ is theological in nature as the analysis will be asking 

whether the Church supported and defended the existence of Jewish nationhood and 

statehood in Palestine based on Catholic theology.  

 

‘Implicit’ means that which is “suggested though not directly expressed...”76 In the context of 

Magisterium, ‘implicit’ means those teachings which can be inferred from the content of 

teaching not directly addressing that subject matter. ‘Explicit’ means “stated clearly and in 

 
73 Angus Stevenson, ed., ‘De Jure’, in Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
http://www.oxfordreference.com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0
011750. 
74 Angus Stevenson, ed., ‘De Facto’, in Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
http://www.oxfordreference.com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0
011750. 
75 Angus Stevenson, ed., ‘Affirm’, in Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
http://www.oxfordreference.com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0
011750. 
76 Angus Stevenson, ed., ‘Implicit’, in Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
https://www-oxfordreference-
com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0402830?rskey=hXhd7S&resul
t=1. 
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detail, leaving no room for confusion or doubt...”77 In the context of Magisterium, ‘explicit’ 

means those teachings which are incontrovertible and emphatically stated.78 There is a 

legitimate question as to whether implicit teachings can actually be identified as authentic 

expressions of the authoritative Magisterium if this was not the direct meaning of the 

teaching. Canon §752 states that a Catholic must give a religious submission to a doctrine 

from either the Pope or the College of Bishops “even if they do not intend to proclaim it by 

definitive act...”79 It is important to note that the Code of Canon Law specifically states that 

this is only the case if it is a ‘doctrine’ which is being implicitly taught. Therefore, where I draw 

implicit teaching from the Magisterium, I will have to carefully analyse the context and nature 

of that particular teaching so as to assess whether or not this is covered by Canon §752.   

 
77 Angus Stevenson, ed., ‘Explicit’, in Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
https://www-oxfordreference-
com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0281460?rskey=fcnj8K&result=
1. 
78 For example, the Church’s constant opposition to and Canonical enforcement of the Church’s rejection of 
Abortion. Catechism of the Catholic Church - Popular and Definitive Edition, secs 1398, 2271. 
79 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 752. 
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Chapter One – Progenitors and Precursors 

In this first chapter we will evaluate the foundations of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI’s Catholic 

Theology of Judaism, which is the basis of his criticism of ‘Catholic Zionism’. We will assess 

whether Benedict’s argument is consistent with his own theological principles (i.e. assess the 

self-referential validity of his argument) and whether his argument is based on correct history 

(i.e. assess the soundness of his argument). In the opening paragraph of his 2018 article, 

Benedict XVI makes clear his argument that after “Auschwitz, it has been clear that the Church 

needs to think anew about the question of the nature of Judaism. With the declaration Nostra 

Aetate, the Second Vatican Council provided the first basic indications…” of such a thinking 

anew.80 This statement prompts me to ask three questions. (1) Is to ‘think anew’ doctrinal 

development or doctrinal revisionism?81 (2) In terms of magisterial authority and theological 

nature; is it proper to claim the Shoah – a non-theological event – as the motivation for 

‘thinking anew’? [The answering of questions 1 and 2 is combined in section 1.1 as they are 

so closely and thematically linked] (3) Is it historically correct to state that Nostra Aetate and 

the Second Vatican Council were the ‘first basic indications’ of new thinking? 

 

(1.1) Doctrinal development vs. doctrinal revisionism 

From the very first paragraph of Benedict’s study, a problem presents itself. In his 22nd 

December 2005 Address to the Roman Curia, then-Pope Benedict set out what would become 

one of the key themes of his Magisterium – the ‘proper’ hermeneutics of the Second Vatican 

 
80 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 163. 
81 By using the term ‘doctrinal revisionism’ I am not attempting to appropriate a Marxist analytical 
methodology into Catholic theology research. I simply judge that Benedict XVI’s use of the phrase ‘think anew’ 
does not constitute ‘development’ in the strict sense, but rather a ‘return to the sources’. This is properly 
termed ‘ressourcement’. This term is so identified with Biblical exegesis, however, that I did not want to 
confuse the terminology unnecessarily; so, I have coined the term ‘doctrinal revisionism’ instead.    
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Council; a hermeneutic of continuity which develops versus a hermeneutic of rupture which 

splits Church history into a before/after the Council.82 In describing the Shoah as causing the 

Church to need to ‘think anew’ rather than ‘develop, yet remain the same’, is Benedict’s own 

understanding of the Church’s teaching on Judaism based upon a ‘hermeneutic of rupture’ 

which he himself previously condemned? This would obviously cause a problem for doctrinal 

continuity which will need to be addressed in more detailed future study. Pertinent to this 

research, there is also an implication in that if it is demonstrated that there is discontinuity 

(what Benedict calls a ‘hermeneutic of rupture’) in his reading of the Church’s teaching on 

Judaism, it cannot be authentically called ‘Catholic’ according to the definition of Catholic 

theology I outlined in the terminology. This would therefore mean that his argument would 

not have such weight in refuting ‘Catholic Zionism’. 

 

In his article, Benedict describes Nostra Aetate as the Church’s ‘thinking anew’ of “the 

relationship between Christianity and Judaism… formulated in a decisive way. Historical 

errors are rejected and the truly authentic content of the Christian tradition in matters of 

Judaism is formulated…”83 Assuming a Newmanian model of doctrinal development, Benedict 

XVI’s argument could be viewed as arguing in favour of discontinuity rather than 

development.84 If we take Newman’s sixth note for discerning authentic development, 

 
82 Benedict XVI stated that on “the one hand, there is an interpretation that I would call "a hermeneutic of 
discontinuity and rupture"; it has frequently availed itself of the sympathies of the mass media, and also one 
trend of modern theology. On the other, there is the "hermeneutic of reform", of renewal in the continuity… 
which increases in time and develops, yet always remaining the same… The hermeneutic of discontinuity risks 
ending in a split between the pre-conciliar Church and the post-conciliar Church.” Benedict XVI, ‘Address of His 
Holiness Benedict XVI to the Roman Curia Offering Them His Christmas Greetings’, The Holy See, 22 December 
2005, https://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/speeches/2005/december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_roman-curia.html.  
83 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 168. 
84 Newmanian, i.e. according to the system devised by John Henry Newman. See: John Henry Newman, An 
Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1974). 
For an excellent summary of Newmanian development, see: Ian Ker, Newman on Vatican II (Oxford: Oxford 
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‘Conservative action upon its past’, a problem presents itself for Benedict’s argument. This 

note essentially means that an authentic development will retain that which came before. In 

contrast, a corruption will remove or retrospectively revoke teaching which went before.85 

Benedict uses the word ‘rejected’ rather than ‘corrected’, and states that it was in Nostra 

Aetate that the Church’s teaching was ‘formulated’ as if nothing had gone before it. This is 

not in keeping with the principles of authentic doctrinal development. As there is not scope 

to go through all seven of Newman’s notes, let us err on the side of caution and assume that 

Benedict XVI was simply using ‘alternative phrasing’ and does indeed mean to portray the 

Church’s post-Shoah ‘thinking anew’ in a hermeneutic of continuity.86  

 

My next question regarding Benedict’s argument is whether or not it is correct to have a non-

theological event – in this case the Shoah – as the motivation for doctrinal development.87 

Newman addresses this question specifically in the third of his notes, that of Power of 

Assimilation. Newman states that that “views which relate to man” (i.e. secular/non-

 
University Press, 2014), 40–71. See also: Gerard H. McCarren, ‘Development of Doctrine’, in The Cambridge 
Companion to John Henry Newman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 118–36. I am not claiming 
Newman’s method to be definitive, it is simply the most prominent in contemporary Catholic theology. 
Applying Newman’s seven notes to Benedict XVI’s argument in his 2018 article could be the subject of a 
dissertation in itself.  
85 Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, 141–44. 
86 ‘Alternative phrasing’ is not the same as a Kellyanne Conway-esque ‘alternative facts’. I am simply side-
stepping the doctrinal continuity quagmire as there is not scope in this study to get bogged down in this 
question. I do want the reader to note that this is an area of potential scholarly enquiry ripe for future study.  
87 I acknowledge, but I am not here discussing, the debate over the Christianisation of the Holocaust. For an 
introduction to this question see: Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, ‘The Holocaust Was Not Christian - Benedict’s 
Historic Failure at Auschwitz’, The Philadelphia Jewish Voice, accessed 3 October 2019, 
http://www.pjvoice.com/v13/13103holocaust.html. I know that I am opening myself up to accusations of 
creating a straw man argument here as there is no scholarship that disputes this point. Nevertheless, as this 
underpins Benedict’s argument and will underpin my own argument in section 1.3, it is important to test the 
strength of all foundations.  I am not here discussing those Catholics who dispute that the Shoah took place 
and therefore reject that it should have any effect on Catholic theology. See for example: Peter Wensierski and 
Steffen Winter, ‘Catholic Bishop Williamson Unrepentant in Holocaust Denial’, ABC News, accessed 26 August 
2019, https://abcnews.go.com/International/catholic-bishop-williamson-unrepentent-holocaust-
denial/story?id=9717252. These Holocaust denying arguments are utterly unsupported by reliable historians 
and will be not be given any academic credence by discussing them here. 
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theological factors) can be assumed into an extant doctrine and cause development.88 It 

would not therefore be a sign of doctrinal corruption if the Shoah prompted the Church to 

develop its teaching on the Jews in response to this historical event. Benedict, however, is 

arguing for something else. He is stating that the Shoah was the beginning of a ‘new thinking’ 

altogether. This is not the same as development and would not be supported by Newmanian 

theory of development. This does, at least in a sense of Newmanian development, undermine 

the strength of Benedict’s argument from the outset as his entire Catholic theology of Judaism 

is based upon this principle.  

 

(1.2) Precursors and progenitors of doctrinal development and revisionism before 

Nostra Aetate 

Benedict states Nostra Aetate provided the “first basic indications” of a change in the 

Church’s teaching on Judaism.89 The question I wish to ask is whether or not Benedict’s 

identification of Nostra Aetate as the ‘first basic indications’ is historically correct. This is a 

significant question because if the historical roots of his argument are not sound, this will 

undermine his later argument against Catholic Zionism. Furthermore, identifying what the 

actual roots of the change are will affect the theological basis and authority of that teaching.  

 

Benedict’s article begins with a summary of the historical development of Christianity’s 

relationship with the Hebrew Bible after the destruction of the temple in 70AD and concluding 

 
88 “…doctrines and views which relate to man are not placed in a void, but in the crowded world…Facts and 
opinions, which have hitherto been regarded in other relations and grouped round other centres, henceforth 
are gradually attracted to a new influence and subjected to a new sovereign… life is proved by this capacity of 
expansion, without disarrangement or dissolution. An eclectic, conservative, assimilating, healing, moulding 
process, a unitive power, is of the essence, and a third test, of a faithful development.” Newman, An Essay on 
the Development of Christian Doctrine, 131. 
89 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 163. 
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with the Marcionite Heresy of the second century, he then jumps straight to Nostra Aetate in 

1965. While there may not be scope in this research to assess whether or not doctrinal 

development took place in Benedict’s eighteen-hundred-year gap, there is scope enough to 

assess his claim that after Auschwitz, “the first basic indications” of a change in the Church’s 

thinking were present.90 There are historical studies which focus specifically on the period of 

the Third Reich until the close of the Second Vatican Council.91 I am going to focus instead on 

arguments surrounding four different figures, all of whom were involved in the doctrinal 

trajectory before 1965: Pius XII, Jules Isaac, the Jesuit-run Biblical Institute, and John XXIII. 

The purpose of this analysis is to evaluate Benedict’s argument that the ‘first basic indications’ 

were seen in 1965. These figures have been chosen because – as will be seen in this chapter 

– prominent scholars have identified these as the actual source of the change in the Church’s 

teaching in contrast to Benedict’s argument which focuses upon Vatican II. By exploring these 

alternative sources we shall further evaluate the strength of Benedict’s argument and also 

assess the theological and magisterial authority strength of ‘Catholic Zionism’ as these four 

alternative sources have impacts upon both of these analytical factors.  

 

The first argument we shall outline is that of Oesterreicher who stated that that “in the words 

of Pius XII a first sign for a new vision of Jews and Judaism by [Catholic] Christians...” can be 

seen.92 Oesterreicher cites three examples to support his argument; Pius XII’s 1943 Encyclical 

Divinu Afflante Spiritu, the 10th June 1948 Declaration from the Sacred Congregation of Rites 

 
90 Benedict XVI, 163. 
91 See for example: John Connelly, From Enemy to Brother (Massachusetts, USA: Harvard University Press, 
2012). 
92 John M. Oestrreicher, The New Encounter between Christians and Jews (New York: Philosophical Library, 
1986), 52. 
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on the translation and interpretation of the phrase ‘perfidi iudeaei’ from the Good Friday 

Prayer for the Jews, and Pius XII’s 1949 Christmas Eve Homily.93  

 

Due to the controversy surrounding Hochhuth’s 1963 play Der Stellvertreter we must 

approach Oesterriecher’s argument in favour of Pius XII with caution.94 There is a consensus 

among scholars that, as a result of this play, certain figures attempted to claim Pius XII as a 

progenitor of the Council’s teaching on Judaism so as to offset the criticism prompted by 

Hochhuth’s play.95 Indeed, when we analyse Oesterreicher’s arguments it is debatable that 

there was some academic sleight of hand being deployed to elevate Pius XII’s standing.  

 

 
93 For the text of Divinu Afflante Spiritu, see:Pius XII, ‘Divino Afflante Spiritu’, The Holy See, 30 September 
1943, http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_30091943_divino-
afflante-spiritu.html. For Oesterreicher’s analysis of Divinu Afflante Spiritu, see: Oestrreicher, The New 
Encounter between Christians and Jews, 50–51. For the Latin text of the decree from the Sacred Congregation 
of Rites, see: Acta Apostolicae Sedis, vol. XV, XXXXII, II, 1948, 343, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/aas/documents/AAS-40-1948-ocr.pdf. For Oesterreicher’s analysis, see: 
Oestrreicher, The New Encounter between Christians and Jews, 52–53. For the Italian (as no official translation 
available from the Vatican) text of Pius XII’s 1949 Christmas Eve homily, see: Acta Apostolicae Sedis, vol. XVII, 
XXXXII, II, 1950, 126, http://www.vatican.va/archive/aas/documents/AAS-42-1950-ocr.pdf. For an English 
translation and Oesterreicher’s analysis, see: John M. Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the 
Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and Commentary’, in Commentary on the Documents of 
Vatican II, trans. Erika Young, Simon Young, and Hilda Graef, vol. 3 (London: Burns & Oates, 1969), 10.  
94 Der Stellvertreter. Ein christliches Trauerspiel – The Representative. A Christian Tragedy. This play was 
written by German author Rolf Hochhuth. The play can be summarised “…that the curia, under Pius XII, never 
once made a serious attempt to avert the extermination of Europe's Jews for fear of impairing the cause of 
Catholicism. Hochhuth invents the figure of a young Roman priest who, failing to win the pope for an official 
condemnation of the Nazi pogroms toward the end of the last World War, joins a trainload of Italian Jews on 
their way to death in Auschwitz, himself failing to save a single human life by substitution of his own person, 
and sharing their fate as another helpless victim.” Kurt Opitz, ‘Review of Der Stellvertreter by Rolf Hochhuth’, 
Books Abroad 38, no. 1 (1964): 45. There was enormous controversy prompted by the play due to its 
implications for the legacy of Pope Pius XII. 
95 See: Claude Soetens, ‘Chapter IV - The Ecumenical Commitment of the Catholic Church’, in History of Vatican 
II -  [Vol. 3] The Mature Council, Second Period and Intersession, September 1963 - September 1964, ed. 
Guiseppe Alberigo and Joseph A. Komonchak, vol. 3 (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 266 Footnote 39. Soetens, 276 
Footnote 68. Giovanni Miccoli, ‘Chapter II - Two Sensitive Issues: Religious Freedom and the Jews’, in History of 
Vatican II -  [Vol. 4] Church as Communion Third Period and Intersession September 1964 - September 1965, ed. 
Joseph A. Komonchak and Guiseppe Alberigo, vol. 4 (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 140. Giovanni Turbanti, ‘Chapter I 
- Toward the Fourt Period’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 5] The Council and Transition The Fourth Period and 
the End of the Council September 1965 - December 1965, ed. Joseph A. Komonchak and Guiseppe Alberigo, 
trans. Matthew J. O’Connell, vol. 5 (Leuven: Peeters, 2006), 14. 
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Oesterriecher’s argument that “we must see in Divinu Afflante Spiritu a first impetus to the 

realization of the genuine bond between the old and the new children of Israel...” is not 

sound. 96 Quoting directly from the Encyclical, Oesterreicher argues that Pius XII “…warmly 

acknowledges that the enquiry of modern exegetes ‘has also clearly shown the special 

preeminance [sic.] of the people of Israel among all the other ancient nations of the East…’… 

He thus helped us become more aware of the bond between the Church and the People of 

Israel” 97 If such a bond had been demonstrated by Pius XII then this would indeed be a 

significant statement. Even from the selective quotation Oesterreicher gives, however, it is 

clear that this is not stated or even implied. There is no expression whatsoever of a ‘bond’ 

between Christians or Jews. The quotation specifically places the praise upon ancient Jews 

and makes no reference to a continuity of this pre-eminence nor does it identify 

contemporary Jews. Pius XII states that historical research by Biblical scholars had  

shown the special preeminence of the people of Israel among all the other ancient 

nations of the East in their mode of compiling history, both by reason of its antiquity 

and by reasons of the faithful record of the events; qualities which may well be 

attributed to the gift of divine inspiration and to the peculiar religious purpose of 

biblical history.98  

Pius XII was lauding the ancient Israelites for their skill in compiling history, not for any 

Covenantal relationship. On the one hand, Pius XII does acknowledge some relationship 

between God and the Israelites. Yet, the relationship is not described in Covenantal terms. It 

is limited to ‘inspiration’. A Supersessionist could read this statement and say that it does not 

affirm any place for Jews in the Covenant either biblical or contemporaneously. Also, a 

 
96 Oestrreicher, The New Encounter between Christians and Jews, 51. 
97 Oestrreicher, 51.  
98 Pius XII, ‘Divino Afflante Spiritu’, para. 36. 
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Supersessionist could argue that the ‘religious purpose of biblical history’ was to prefigure 

the coming of Christ.  

 

It is clear from other sources that Pius XII continued in the Catholic Supersessionist tradition. 

In another of his 1943 Encyclicals, Mystici Corporis Christi, he taught that “the New Testament 

took the place of the Old Law which had been abolished… On the Cross then the Old Law 

died…”99 There is therefore no basis to argue that Pius XII was teaching anything which 

improved the relationship of the Church with the people of Israel. This challenges 

Oesterreicher’s argument that Pius XII was ‘warmly’ acknowledging the work of the Biblical 

scholars with regards to the Jews. Perhaps he was being warm towards the scholars and their 

work, but not to the Jews. Oesterreicher’s argument that Divino Afflante Spiritu furthered 

understanding of the bond between the Church and the people of Israel is an example of 

Oesterreicher overstating his case. It is a statement of historical fact and does not contain any 

mention of the Covenant or contemporary Jews. Oesterreicher’s argument in favour of Divinu 

Afflante Spiritu therefore does not disprove Benedict’s argument as no meaningful change in 

teaching can be definitively proven.  

 

Another aspect of Oesterreicher’s argument in favour of Pius XII is the decree of the Sacred 

Congregation of Rites, dated the 10th June 1948 which can be seen as a challenge to 

Benedict’s argument. This is important to our analysis of Catholic Zionism because if a 

theological factor can be found as the start of the change in the Church’s teaching then this 

strengthens the credentials of this change in terms of magisterial authority and doctrinal 

 
99 Pius XII, ‘Mystici Corporis Christi’, The Holy See, 29 June 1943, paras 28–29, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_29061943_mystici-corporis-
christi.html. 
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development. The decree concerned the Latin Rite Liturgy for Good Friday. On this day there 

are a series of prayers for various needs in the Church. Included in these is a prayer for the 

Jews. Prior to 1958, the Good Friday prayer for the Jews read:  

Let us pray also for the [pérfidis Judǽis]: That our God and Lord may remove the veil 

from their hearts; that they also may acknowledge Jesus Christ, our Lord. Almighty 

and everlasting God, who does not castest thou off from Thy mercy even [judáicam 

perfídiam]: hear our prayers, which we offer for the blindness of that people, which 

we bring Thee; that acknowledging the light of Thy truth, which is Christ from their 

darkness. Through the same. ℞. Amen.100 

In 1948 the Vatican issued an advisory note regarding the translation of the phrase perfidis. 

The note simply said that the Congregation of Rites had voted that “It is not approved that in 

vernacular translations, [perfidis be translated] in the sense of ‘unfaithful, unfaithful in 

belief’”.101  

 

Oesterreicher claims that this document was “bearing Pius XII’s signature.”102 Yet the version 

contained in the Acta Apostolica Sedes only has the signatures of the Prefect of the 

Congregation Cardinal Micara and the Secretary of the Congregation Archbishop Carinci, so 

there are some questions of the authorship of the Decree.103 This does not necessarily negate 

my argument. Even if Micara and Carinci did author the text, as a department of the Curia 

 
100 Latin original: “Orémus et pro pérfidis Judǽis: ut Deus et Dóminus noster áuferat velámen de córdibus 
eórum; ut et ipsi agnóscant Jesum Christum, Dóminum nostrum. Omnípotens sempitérne Deus, qui étiam 
judáicam perfídiam a tua misericórdia non repéllis: exáudi preces nostras, quas pro illíus pópuli obcæcatióne 
deférimus; ut, ágnita veritátis tuæ luce, quæ Christus est, a suis ténebris eruántur. Per eúndem Dóminum. ℞. 
Amen” 
101 Author’s translation; Latin Original: “Non improbari, in translationibus in linguas vulgares, locutiones 
quarum sensus sit: ‘infidelitas, infideles in credendo’” 
102 Oestrreicher, The New Encounter between Christians and Jews, 52–53. 
103 Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 1948, XV:342. 



 29 
 

they would have had to have the Pope’s mandate to action such a change, even if there is not 

an explicit mandate given in the Acta Apostolica Sedis. There is a definite ‘new thinking’ here, 

even if the change is small. It could be argued that this is evidence of a pre-1965 change in 

Catholic teaching. Beozzo, when discussing John XXIII’s 1959 modifications to this prayer, cites 

a letter from John XXIII which stated that Pius XII, having “already removed the adjective in 

his own praying of the text…Since we have the same thought, We decree that in the next Holy 

Week the two petitions” be shortened in this way.104 We shall discuss the importance of John 

XXIII’s liturgical changes later in the chapter, but it is important that the reader note that the 

first steps in his reforms as took place in 1948. Benedict could counterargue and say that this 

change is so minor that it cannot be considered a valid objection. Yet, his argument is that 

“first basic indications” could not be seen until 1965.105 The 1948 decree is a very ‘basic’ 

indication, but an indication nonetheless; and predates 1965. This is a challenge to Benedict’s 

argument.  

 

Oesterreicher pre-empts the criticisms of his reading of Divinu Afflante Spiritu by 

acknowledging that “many will think it strange...” to identify Pius XII as the “one who broke 

some ground for Vatican II...for a re-vision and re-ordering of the relationship of the Church 

and the Jewish people.”106 To support his argument, Oesterreicher draws upon Pius XII’s 

homily at Mass on Christmas Eve 1949 (which he incorrectly dates to 1950). The Christmas 

Eve homily is noteworthy as Pius XII made a specific mention of contemporary Jewish people 

 
104 J. Oscar Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 1] Announcing and Preparing Vatican 
II, Toward a New Era in Catholicism, ed. Guiseppe Alberigo and Joseph A. Komonchak, vol. 1 (Leuven: Peeters, 
1995), 394. 
105 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 163. 
106 Oestrreicher, The New Encounter between Christians and Jews, 51. 
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and invited them to participate in the Holy Year celebrations.107 Writing in 1969, 

Oesterreicher cites this homily as one of the precedents of the spirit of Aggiornamento which 

lead to John XXIII’s later reforms and those of Vatican II.108 As with Divino Afflante Spiritu, 

Oesterreicher may be overstating his case.109 A key flaw in Oesterreicher’s argument is that 

on the one hand this homily could be seen as Pius XII including relations with the Jews as an 

intrinsic ‘ecumenical framework’ as he does include them after a discourse on non-Catholic 

Christians. However, the inclusion of a consideration of the Jews after non-Catholic Christians 

is a traditional one, as can be seen in the prayers during the Liturgy on Good Friday. Pius XII 

appears to be simply following this pattern in praying for the whole world. To claim that this 

is somehow significant is inaccurate.  

 

Another event which predates 1965, and which is frequently cited as significant by scholars, 

is the audience John XXIII granted the French Jewish historian Jules Isaac on 3rd June 1960.110 

 
107 Pius XII stated that: “We open the sacred gates to all who worship Christ – which is not to exclude those 
who await his coming in good faith, though in vain, and honour him as the one who is proclaimed by the 
prophets though not yet come – and offer them a fatherly greeting and welcome.” Translation from: 
Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and 
Commentary’, 10. Italian original: “Per tutti gli adoratori di Cristo — non esclusi coloro che in una sincera ma 
vana attesa l'adorano promesso nelle predizioni dei Profeti e non venuto — Noi apriamo la Porta Santa, e 
insieme lebraccia e il cuore di quella paternità…”. See: Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 1950, XVII:126. 
108 “…a new spirit at work here, even though the ‘old’ language is still being used. Today [after the Second 
Vatican Council] we give a more positive value than this to the Jewish expectation; we no longer venture to 
speak of vain, and therefore senseless and fruitless waiting. We prefer to see the Jewish hop in its inner 
relation to that of Christians. But the Pope’s invitation, despite its defective wording is a great advance. It is 
the first ecclesial text that places the ‘Jewish question’ in an ecumenical framework. The Jews are mentioned 
in the same breath as non-Catholic Christians…” Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to 
Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and Commentary’, 10. 
109 In terms of rhetoric, this speech remains firmly entrenched in the Supersessionist tradition as even 
Oesterreicher acknowledges that Pius XII continues to use the ‘old’ language’. The Jewish religion is described 
as being ‘in vain’. Despite the opening of the gates – which have never been closed to anyone seeking to 
worship Christ – and the ‘fatherly greeting’, there is no particular respect given to Jews as Jews, only if they 
wish to acknowledge Christ as a form of ‘anonymous Christians’. This can hardly be seen as a ‘new spirit’. 
110 Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 394–97. Arthur Kennedy, ‘The Declaration on the Relationship of the Church 
to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate’, in Vatican II - Renewal within Tradition, ed. Matthew L. Lamb and 
Matthew Levering (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 404. D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews 
& Muslims, 116. Jewish Virtual Library, ‘Pope John XXIII’, Jewish Virtual Library, accessed 14 September 2019, 
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/pope-john-xxiii. 
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O’Malley goes as far as to state that Isaac was the “specific and immediate stimulus for John’s 

mandate to Bea [to include a discussion of the Jews on the Conciliar agenda]…”111 The 

audience gathered international attention, up to that point the Israeli press had ignore John 

XXIII’s announcement of the Council but took note after the audience.112 John Paul II cited 

Isaac as an influence during his 1980 visit to France.113 Other scholars have, however, cast 

doubt on Isaac’s actual impact on John XXIII.114 It was indeed after Isaac’s visit that John XXIII 

commissioned Cardinal Bea to produce a schema on the Jews to be discussed at the upcoming 

Council.115 In Tobias’ biography of Isaac, however, he states that Thomas Stransky (a member 

and Recording Secretary for the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity) told him that “the 

pope read neither Isaac’s mémoire nor any of its attachments.”116 While Isaac’s audience was 

a significant event in the history of Catholic relations with Judaism; in terms of the 

development of a Catholic theology of Judaism it appears to have little actual effect on the 

Pope.  

 

 
111 John O’Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2008), 219. 
112 Guiseppe Alberigo, ‘The Announcement of the Council - From the Security of the Forest to the Lure of the 
Quest’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 1] Announcing and Preparing Vatican II, Toward a New Era in 
Catholicism, ed. Guiseppe Alberigo and Joseph A. Komonchak, vol. 1 (Leuven: Peeters, 1995), 32. 
113 “I pay homage to these victims whose sacrifice, we know, has not been fruitless. It was from there that 
there really began, thanks to the courage and decision of some pioneers, including Jules Isaac, the movement 
that has lead us to the present dialogue and collaboration, inspired and promoted by the declaration Nostra 
Aetate of the Second Vatican Council.” John Paul II, Meeting with Jews in Paris, 31st May 1980. Quoted in: 
Eugene J. Fisher and Rabbi Leon Klenicki, eds., The Saint for Shalom - How Pope John Paul II Transformed 
Catholic-Jewish Relations - The Complete Texts 1979-2005 (New York: Crossroad, 2011), 53. 
114 “That Jules Isaac’s visit had a lasting effect on John XXIII cannot, in my opinion, be doubted. On the other 
hand it is questionable whether his was the decisive influence in moving the Pope to act, as is sometimes 
asserted.” Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - 
Introduction and Commentary’, 4. 
115 Beozzo states that after “Isaac’s visit the pope immediately entrusted the study and examination of the file 
to Cardinal Bea and the Secretariat for Christian Unity…” Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 396. There is a slight 
problem with timescales in this claim. The Secretariat for Christian Unity was founded two days after Isaac’s 
audience on 5th June 1960. Bea was not given his commission until 18th September 1960.  
116 Norman C. Tobias, Jewish Conscience of the Church - Jules Isaac and the Second Vatican Council, eBook 
(Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 188. 
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There is a broad scholarly consensus that John XXIII was the most significant figure in the 

inclusion of the Jews on the Conciliar agenda.117 Beozzo specifically argues that it was “John 

XXIII who took the first step” in outreach to Jews and Judaism.118 These arguments undermine 

Benedict’s argument, as this first step in Catholic-Jewish relations must have taken place 

before John XXIII’s death 1963, not in 1965 as Benedict states.119 

 

Many scholars identify John XXIII’s diplomatic service during the Second World War with the 

Pope’s later efforts to reform the Church’s teaching and relationship with Judaism and the 

 
117 Oesterreicher states that the “actual source of the decision to propose that the Council issue a declaration 
on the relationship of the Church to the Jewish people lay therefore in the heart of John XXIII… Compared with 
this, the action of Jules Isaac and other earlier or later interventions were of secondary importance.” 
Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and 
Commentary’, 8. Neudecker states that the “decisive impulse towards a conciliar Declaration on the Church 
and the Jewish people came from Pope John XXIII…” Reinhard Neudecker S.J., ‘The Catholic Church and the 
Jewish People’, in Vatican II Assessment and Perspectives Twenty-Five Years After (1962-1987), trans. M. 
Joseph Costelloe S.J., vol. 3 (Mahwah, New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1989), 283. Willebrands saw the “great merit 
of John XXIII, as the visionary or prophet he was, it to have taken before God the fateful decision of including 
the Jewish question in the Council’s agenda.” Johannes Cardinal Willebrands, ‘Christians and Jews: A New 
Vision’, in Vatican II by Those Who Were There, ed. Alberic Stracpool (London: A Geoffrey Chapman book 
published by Cassell, 1986), 222. D’Costa states that “had it not been for this initiative [of the Pope], the 
Jewish question may not have been addressed at all.” D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & 
Muslims, 119. 
118 Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 394. 
119 To give an overview of the various examples of events which scholars draw upon in their analysis of John 
XXIII - In his 1969 Commentary, Oesterreicher identifies the removal of the perfidis, the reforms to the Prayer 
of Consecration to the Sacred Heart and the Audience with American Jews. Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the 
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and Commentary’, 4–8. In his 1986 New 
Encounters, Oesterreicher focuses upon the removal of the perfidis as the basis of his analysis.  Oestrreicher, 
The New Encounter between Christians and Jews, 52. In his 1989 study, Neudecker gives the four examples of 
John XXIII’s service as Apostolic Delegate during the war during which he saved thousands of Jews, the 
removal of the perfidis, the reforms to the Prayer of Consecration to the Sacred Heart and the Audience with 
American Jews. Neudecker S.J., ‘The Catholic Church and the Jewish People’, 282–83. Beozzo also includes 
these four examples with the additional mention of John XXIII blessing the Jews as they left the Roman 
Synagogue after Shabbat. Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 393–95. In their 2010 study, Lamberigts and Declerck 
give the two examples of John XXIII saving Jews during the Shoah and the removal of the perfidis. Mathjis 
Lamberigts and Leo Declerck, ‘Vatican II on the Jews, A Historical Survey’, in Never Revoked - Nostra Aetate as 
Ongoing Challenge for Jewish Christian Dialogue (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters Publishers, 2010), 13–14. In his 
2014 study, D’Costa gives the four examples of the removal of the perfidis, the reforms to the Prayer of 
Consecration to the Sacred Heart and the Audience with American Jews, and the experience of the Pope 
during his time as Apostolic Delegate during the Second World War. D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on 
Jews & Muslims, 118–19.  
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Jewish people.120 As a Vatican diplomat serving in both Eastern Europe and France during the 

Second World War, Roncalli had witnessed first-hand the persecution of the Jewish people 

and had offered practical help to escaping Jews.121  

 

Although discussed earlier in this chapter, it is worth reiterating that – according to a 

Newmanian model of doctrinal development –a non-theological event does not necessarily 

undermine the theological foundation of the doctrinal trajectory the Pope was to set in 

motion. There are also episodes from John XXIII’s pre-Papal career which indicate his attitude 

to the Jews was firmly grounded in theology.122 This does not undermine Benedict’s 

argument, but it is necessary to show that John XXIII’s motivations reach back further than 

 
120 Oesterreicher states that as “Apostolic Delegate in Turkey, the Pope had succeeded in in saving thousands 
from the clutches of those who sought to exterminate them. Deeply moved, he sought to hold fast to the 
passing moment and make it fruitful for the future.” Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the 
Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and Commentary’, 6. Also, that “Once one realizes how much 
the Apostolic Delegate regarded these rescue activities as matters of heart and conscience, one cannot help 
seeing as a continuation of his earlier work his measures as Pope… The work set in hand by Pope John then 
appears as a response by the Church to Auschwitz, the epitome of Hitlerite atrocities.” Oestrreicher, 8. 
121 See: Peter Hebblethwaite, John XXIII - Pope of the Council, Revised Edition (London: Fount Paperbacks, 
1994), 186–88. The International Raoul Wallenberg Foundation has produced a list of Roncalli’s actions on 
behalf of Jews during the war which can be proven. These include: (1) the delivery of ‘immigration certificates’ 
to Palestine through the Nunciature diplomatic courier; (2) the rescue of Jews by means of certificates of 
‘baptism of convenience’; (3) intervention before King Boris of Bulgaria in favour of Bulgarian Jews; (4) 
intervention in favour of Jewish refugees from Croatia, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Romania, 
Slovakia, Transnistria; and (5) helping Jewish refugees taken to Istanbul or in transit to Palestine. 
‘Humanitarian Actions of Monsignor Angelo Roncalli’, The International Raoul Wallenberg Foundation, 
accessed 1 September 2019, http://www.raoulwallenberg.net/general/humanitarian-actions-monsignor/. 
Beozzo makes specific reference to John XXIII’s “sensitivity of one who had lived in the East for over twenty 
years and had become aware of the Jewish tragedy…” in the context of his commitment to addressing Catholic 
relations with Judaism at the Council. Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 393. Lamberigts and Declerck also make 
clear the link between John XXIII’s wartime experiences and his efforts as Pope. Lamberigts and Declerck, 
‘Vatican II on the Jews, A Historical Survey’, 13–14. D’Costa also follows in this mould.  D’Costa, Vatican II - 
Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 118. 
122 Hebblethwaite describes Roncalli speaking in Algiers Cathedral in 1950 when “he spoke of the Jews as ‘the 
children of the promise’…[and that the] basis for serious theological dialogue was ‘to contemplate the people 
of Israel in the light of Abraham, the great patriarch of all believers…’” Hebblethwaite, John XXIII - Pope of the 
Council, 232. Unfortunately, the author does not give a reference for this quotation to be analysed in its 
original form. Although this address took place before his election to the Papacy, and therefore lacks 
Magisterial Authority, it gives credence to the argument that Roncalli’s later actions as Pope were 
underwritten by his theological belief in the relationship of contemporary Jews to Biblical Abraham. This does 
show that there was an exegetical element to John XXIII’s understanding of contemporary Jews as he was 
focusing on the figure of Abraham.  
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his calling of the Second Vatican Council and that he was motivated by his own experiences, 

not the advice of others.  

 

As already mentioned in this chapter, in 1948 the Congregation of Rites issued an advisory 

note that translations of the phrase perfidis should not present the Jews as ‘unfaithful in 

belief’. John XXIII continued in this reformist vein by removing the phrase completely on 21 

March 1959.123 Scholars frequently link the removal of the perfidis with the Council’s 

Declaration in 1965.124 This would appear, therefore, to refute Benedict’s argument that 

reform only began in 1965.125 

 

 
123 John XXIII’s commitment to the removal of the perfidis can be seen in an episode in 1963. While attending 
the Good Friday Liturgy in Rome, the phrase was inadvertently included by the celebrating Prelate. John XXIII 
had the canon of prayers stopped and the Prelate was instructed to begin the entire canon again omitting the 
offending phrase. The Associated Press, ‘Pope Halts Prayer, Bars Slur to Jews’, The New York Times, 13 April 
1963. It should also be noted that John XXIII instigated several significant reforms of the Latin Rite. For 
example, he included the name of Saint Joseph in the Canon of the Mass, which had therewith to been 
considered irreformable. 
124 Oesterreicher argued that in removing the perfidis, John XXIII “…paved the way – in fact, though not 
according to any preconceived plan – for the Council’s understanding of the faith, corresponding as it does 
with the New Testament view of Israel’s destiny.”Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church 
to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and Commentary’, 6. Bea argued that John XXIII’s later decision to 
include the Jews on the Conciliar agenda was “a second and more decisive step along the road which he had 
opened up on Good Friday, 1959.”Augustin Cardinal Bea, S.J., The Church and the Jewish People - A 
Commentary on the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions, trans. Philip Lorentz, S.J. (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1966), 22. 
125 It could be argued that while this Liturgy reform has been given a great deal of ex post facto attention, it 
may not be such a unique gesture in terms of the whole of John XXIII’s Papacy. Beozzo notes that John XXIII 
took pains to remove phrases from Catholic liturgy “that might be offensive to Jews and Muslims, to 
Protestants and to Pagans.” Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 394. Examples of these removals are listed in n107. 
Benedict could argue that it is therefore not accurate to portray the removal of the perfidis as a particular 
gesture towards the Jews as John XXIII was extending this attitude to all non-Catholics. Cassidy argues that the 
“stress placed by the council on what all men and women have in common is a reflection of one of the basic 
principles of Pope John XXIII’s own approach. While not denying or playing down the differences that exist, 
emphasis is placed on seeking out and highlighting the positive, shared understandings.” Edward Idris Cardinal 
Cassidy, Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue, Rediscovering Vatican II (New York / Mahwah, NJ: Paulist 
Press, 2005), 129. It is arguable, therefore, that John XXIII’s attitude towards the Jews was not particular, but 
part of the broader aggiornamento of his Papacy. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, John XXIII specifically 
saw his removal of the perfids as being a continuation of the impetus of Pius XII. Pius XII was not noticeably 
concerned with removing passages which offended non-Catholics en masse. 
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Summary of Chapter One 

(1.1) Benedict XVI appears to engage in doublethink by being the 2005 Pope who vehemently 

promoted the ideals of a ‘hermeneutic of continuity’, yet by 2018 being the Pope-Emeritus 

arguing that the Church’s teaching on Judaism after the Shoah was something new and which 

had performed corrective – as opposed to conservative – action upon the teaching of the 

Church in the past. Having the Shoah as the motivating factor for theological development 

does not, however, pose any problems according to a Newmanian model of doctrinal 

development. (1.2) A reformist impetus was present in the Church long before the 1965 

claimed by Benedict. Tangible Liturgical reform can be seen beginning as early as 1948 and 

formalised by Pope John XXIII in 1959. Benedict’s argument is not defeated here as he can 

easily swap out his 1965 beginning with acknowledging extant reformist precedent before 

1965. But his interpretation of Catholic theology of Judaism and his objection to Catholic 

Zionism based on this theology shows a flaw in his reasoning from the very beginning.  
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Chapter Two – Vatican II 

In this second chapter we move onto Benedict XVI’s reading of the significance and meaning 

of the teaching of the Second Vatican Council with regards to Judaism and the Covenant. 

Benedict argues that in  

No. 4 of the Second Vatican Council’s Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to 

Non-Christian Religions, the relationship between Christianity and Judaism is 

formulated in a decisive way. Historical errors are rejected, and the truly authentic 

content of the Christian tradition in matters of Judaism is formulated…126 

Benedict’s theology of Judaism – which rejects Catholic Zionism – is, therefore, based upon 

section 4 of Nostra Aetate. This prompts me to ask three questions. (1) To what extent is 

Benedict’s argument correct that Nostra Aetate is the Church’s decisive formulation of its 

relationship with Judaism? (2) What were the historical errors Benedict’s claims were rejected 

and is this interpretation supported by other scholarship? (3) What does Benedict’s see as the 

‘truly authentic’ Christian tradition of the Church’s teaching on Judaism, and is this 

interpretation supported by other scholarship?  

 

(2.1) Decisive formulation in Nostra Aetate No.4? 

The first aspect of Benedict’s reading I wish to evaluate is his focus on Nostra Aetate as 

‘decisive’. To call something ‘decisive’ means “settling an issue; producing a definite 

 
126 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 168.  
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result…”127 This is not something which is an accident of translation; if anything, Benedict’s 

original German is even stronger in meaning.128  

 

My first criticism of Benedict’s argument is that by focusing on Nostra Aetate he is neglecting 

other potential sources which provide relevant material for a Catholic theology of Judaism, 

especially Lumen Gentium. Promulgated on the 21st November 1964 at the conclusion of the 

Council’s third session (of four), Lumen Gentium is somewhat neglected by scholars as a 

source of teaching on the Jewish people.129 In his commentary, Grillmeir states that, in 

contrast to the broader scope of Nostra Aetate, Lumen Gentium “confines itself here to the 

theological basis of the relationship between the people of God and Judaism, in the 

 
127 Angus Stevenson, ed., ‘Decisive’, in Oxford Dictionary of English (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
https://www-oxfordreference-
com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/acref/9780199571123.001.0001/m_en_gb0209960?rskey=oIhcHh&result
=1. 
128 In the original German: “entscheidender Weise…” Benedikt XVI, ‘Gnade und Berufung ohne reue - 
Ammerkunged zum Trak <<De Iudaeis>>’, Internationale katholische Zeitschrift Communio 47, no. Juli August 
2018 (26 October 2017): 388. Literally ‘decisive way’. In German this means ‘firmly, resolutely and 
staunchly…’‘Entschieden’, in Collins German to English Dictionary, accessed 8 October 2019, 
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/german-english/entschieden. 
129 Judaism is not, for example mentioned in the context of Lumen Gentium in: Paul Lakeland, ‘Lumen 
Gentium: The Unfinished Business’, New Blackfriars 90, no. 1026 (2009): 146–62. Avery Cardinal Dulles, 
‘Nature, Mission and  Structure of the Church’, in Vatican II - Renewal within Tradition, ed. Matthew L. Lamb 
and Matthew Levering (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 25–26. Richard R Gaillardetz and Catherine E 
Clifford, Keys to the Council : Unlocking the Teaching of Vatican II (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 
2012), https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/bristol/detail.action?docID=4544998. It is only very briefly 
mentioned, and without context and development, in: Paul Lakeland, A Council That Will Never End : Lumen 
Gentium and the Church Today (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2013), 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/bristol/reader.action?docID=4546320. Aloys Grillmeir, ‘The People of 
God’, in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, trans. Kevin Smyth, vol. Volume 1 (London: Burns & 
Oates, 1967), 182. See also: D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 144 n107. Lumen 
Gentium discusses Judaism, the Jewish people – albeit without mentioning them by name – and their relation 
to the Church in a section of the document discussing ‘The People of God’. It is significant to note that the 
Jewish people were included in the section of Lumen Gentium specifically devoted to the ‘People of God’. In 
contrast; in Pope Eugene IV’s 1442 Encyclical Cantate Domino, Jews were grouped with pagans, heretics and 
schismatics to be sentenced to eternal damnation and hellfire. ‘Cantate Domino’, The Holy See, 4 February 
1442, https://w2.vatican.va/content/eugenius-iv/la/documents/bulla-cantate-domino-4-febr-1442.html. In 
Vatican II, however, they are included in a reflection on the ‘People of God’ in a positive light and in positive 
relation to the Church, this is a sign of a significant change in attitude. Although a minor point, note that there 
is no specific identification that the people being discussed in this sentence is actually the Jews. Muslims, 
however, are explicitly mentioned in the next sentence. It is a conspicuous omission. 
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perspective of salvation.”130 On the one hand, it could be argued that the smaller scope of 

Lumen Gentium means that Benedict was justified in his sidestepping of this document. Yet, 

as Lumen Gentium provides a ‘theological basis’ of a Catholic theology of Judaism it is 

conspicuous that Benedict XVI would ignore this text all together. Furthermore, while the text 

itself may be small, it has been significant in the development of a Catholic theology of 

Judaism.131 

 

When discussing the relationship of non-Christians to the Church, Lumen Gentium reads132:  

First of all, that people to whom were given the Covenants and promises and from 

whom Christ was born according to the flesh, the people according to election [who 

are] most loved [by God] because of their fathers: God does not repent of the gifts 

and calls he previously made.133 

 
130 Grillmeir, ‘The People of God’, 182. 
131 Groppe argues that while “we do not yet have a comprehensive Catholic theology of Judaism, and many 
theological issues remain unresolved. Nonetheless, in light of the developments that have taken place since 
the promulgation of Lumen gentium, it is evident that God's covenant with the Jewish people is not only a 
prefiguration of the new covenant in Christ but also an ongoing reality.” Elizabeth T. Groppe, ‘Revisiting 
Vatican II’s Theology of the People of God after Forty-Five Years of Catholic-Jewish Dialogue’, Theological 
Studies 72, no. 3 (2011): 618. 
132 It is important to note that there are a variety of translations available of the relevant passage from Nostra 
Aetae. Because of the important theological difference which these various text produce, I have developed a 
translation which better reflects the original Latin of the original Nostra Aetate. 
133 The Latin original states: “In primis quidem populus ille cui data fuerunt testamenta et promissa et ex quo 
Christus ortus est secundum carnem (cf. Rom 9,4-5), populus secundum electionem carissimus propter patres: 
sine poenitentia enim sunt dona et vocatio Dei (cf. Rom 11,28-29).” Although a minor point, note that there is 
no specific identification that the people being discussed in this sentence is actually the Jews. Muslims, 
however, are explicitly mentioned in the next sentence. It is a conspicuous omission. The Vatican translates 
‘…populus ille cui data fuerunt testamenta et promissa…’ as “the people to whom the testament and the 
promises were given...” ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 16. The Vatican translates ‘testamenta’ as ‘testament’, whereas 
when discussing Christianity in Nostra Aetate, the Vatican translates ‘Testamenti’ as ‘Covenant’ and ‘Antiquum 
Foedus’ is translated as ‘Ancient Covenant’. Flannery translates this passage as “…that people to which the 
Covenants and the promises were made…” Austin Flannery, O.P., Vatican Council II - The Conciliar and Post 
Conciliar Documents (Dublin, Ireland: Dominican Publications, 1975), 367. This difference in the use of 
‘testamenti’ is important as ‘testament’ does not have the same significance (in English at least) as ‘Covenant’. 
The phrase ‘data fuerunt’ is in the past tense and is invariably translated as ‘were given’. Both the Vatican and 
Flannery’s translations agree on this. In the official Vatican translation, the phrase ‘…populus secundem 
electionem…’ is translated merely as ‘this people’. Even a most cursory knowledge of Latin can show that 
something is missing from this translation. Flannery translates this as the people “…of the divine choice…” 
Flannery, O.P., 367. The absence of the acknowledgement of the election of the Jewish people from the 
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There is not scope in this chapter for an exhaustive analysis of the significance of Lumen 

Gentium for a Catholic theology of Judaism.134 There are however some key points in this text 

which are significant for a Catholic theology of Judaism.  

 

‘…were given…’ – On the one hand, this could mean that the covenant and the promises which 

were given have come to an end. Yet the Latin puts the action of giving in the past tense, not 

the Covenant and the promises themselves. God’s act of giving the Covenant and the 

promises is a matter, biblically speaking, of a past event. The use of the past tense therefore 

should not imply any ending of the Covenant and promises to the Jews. 

 

‘…the people according to election…’ – This phrase identifies the Jewish people as still being 

an ‘elected’ or ‘chosen’ people and is significant with regards to Supersessionism as it implies 

that the Jews retain their place in the Covenant as the chosen people. A Supersessionist could, 

however, argue that while the Jew still remain the chosen people of God, they are not fulfilling 

 
Vatican’s official translation is striking. The Latin document states ‘populus secundum electioned carissimus 
propter patres…’, translated by the Vatican as “On account of their fathers this people remains most dear to 
God…” ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 16. Flannery translates this as “…they are a people most dear for the sake of the 
fathers…” The Vatican’s translation moves the focus away from the Jewish people and towards the Patriarchs, 
yet the Latin and Flannery’s translation focus upon the Jews and their relation to the Patriarchs. In the word 
‘carissimus’, the suffix –issimus means ‘most’ or ‘very’. This is also overlooked in the Vatican’s translation. 
Finally, “sine poenitentia enim sunt dona et vocatio Dei” which that Vatican translates as “God does not repent 
of the gifts He makes nor of the calls he issues.” ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 16. The Vatican’s English translation, 
again, offers a more elegant and readable version of the Latin. A literal translation, however, provides a useful 
contrast and would be ‘for without repentance are the gifts and vocation from God’. ‘voco‘ is often translated 
as ’calling’ rather than ’vocation’. However, ’vocation’ in a Catholic understanding implies something special 
God calls an individual person or people to do. The use of ’vocation’ then is more appropriate in the context of 
the ‘calling’ of the Jewish people to follow the Covenant. Dei is translated as an ablative noun. The difference 
between this and the official translation is subtle, it changes the objection of the sentence from ‘God’ to the 
’gifts and vocation’. It could be argued that the meaning of this sentence means that ’God does not repent of 
the gifts and calls he previously made’.  
134 For a study which addresses this question in depth, see: D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & 
Muslims, 144–53. 
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the requirements of that choice and so while God may still choose them first, they are outside 

of the covenant because of their disobedience. This is ambiguous.  

 

‘…beloved…’. On the one hand it could be argued that remaining ‘beloved’ to God is not the 

same as being in a Covenantal relationship. On the other hand, ‘remains’ would imply a 

continuity with the past, and the past relationship was the Covenant. This is merely an 

interpretation and the document is ambiguous regarding this.  Identifying the Jews as the 

‘most beloved’ of God refutes punitive Supersessionism or any teaching which describes the 

Jews as cursed or hated by God. A rejection of punitive Supersessionism is not actively stated 

at this stage (as it is later in Nostra Aetate), but it is passively implied as the Jews cannot be 

both accursed and most beloved. ‘…because of their fathers…’ – This is important because it 

does not link God’s loving of the Jews with any action on the part of contemporary Jews, it is 

simply because of their ‘fathers’. A Supersessionist could say that contemporary Jews are 

outside of the Covenant, but God still loves them because of the good things their forefathers 

did before the advent of Christ.  

 

‘…God does not repent of the gifts and calls he previously made…’ – This does not necessarily 

entail that the gifts and call remain extant. A Supersessionist could argue that God does not 

repent of having offered gifts and a calling to the Jews; neither does he repent of later 

replacing them in the Covenant with the Christians. A different example, using the same logic; 

a person would not repent doing a degree course which lead them to a good job after. The 

course is over, but they do not repent having done it as this has led to something better. The 

meaning of ‘poenitentia’ does not prevent a Supersessionist interpretation.  
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As a final point on the significance of Lumen Gentium, it should be noted that this document 

was a ‘Dogmatic Constitution’. This is a more solemn form of Conciliar teaching and is higher 

in authority than Nostra Aetate which was a ‘Declaration’. The contents of Lumen Gentium 

do not dispute Benedict XVI’s reading of Nostra Aetate but they provide a much stronger 

theological basis for his reasoning. This makes Benedict XVI’s lack of even vague reference to 

Lumen Gentium conspicuous and does weaken his argument.135  

 

A further criticism I have of Benedict calling Nostra Aetate ‘decisive’ is that there was such 

protracted opposition to the decree. Succinctly summarised by Velati: 

On the one hand, the traditionalist bishops, who opposed any and every opening 

toward the world of the non-Christians religion and of Judaism in particular; on the 

other, the Arab world, which through its chanceries but also to a large extent through 

the Oriental bishops had nourished fierce opposition to the decree, which was 

interpreted as taking a pro-Israel stance.136 

Oesterreicher offers an insight into why the Bishops opposed the document. He argues that 

from “the time of Christian antiquity up to that of Vatican II, there had been hardly any 

development of the Church’s teaching on the mystery of Jewish existence… The problem 

really was the Cinderella of [Catholic] theology.”137 Komonchak agrees with Oesterreicher’s 

 
135 Before I move onto a historical criticism of Benedict’s argument, I should acknowledge that the Council 
document Dei Verbum also contains important teaching on the Covenant and Judaism. Due to limitations of 
scope I cannot analyse this document in addition to the more significant Lumen Gentium. It is, however, 
acknowledged that this is something missing from my analysis. For a summary of Dei Verbum’s relevant 
teaching see: Béda Rigaux, ‘The Old Testament’, in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 3, 5 vols 
(London: Burns & Oates, 1969), 247–51. 
136 Mauro Velati, ‘Chapter III - Completing the Conciliar Agenda’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 5] The Council 
and Transition The Fourth Period and the End of the Council September 1965 - December 1965, ed. Joseph A. 
Komonchak and Guiseppe Alberigo, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell, vol. 5 (Leuven: Peeters, 2006), 212. 
137 Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and 
Commentary’, 39.  
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assessment as he argues that at the dawn of the Council, “…many Catholic bishops and 

theologians were simply not prepared for it, the question of the mystery of Israel in the 

economy of salvation…”138 Cardinal Cicognani – the Secretary of State – was particularly 

prominent in opposing the text. He stated in “harsh and polemical language” that it would be 

“a waste of time to recall our connections with the Jewish people…”139 Cicognani later 

removed the document from the agenda at the first session due to fears of the reaction of 

Arab governments.140 He continued to be a leader in the opposition to the schema throughout 

the Council.141 Cardinal Ruffini, “the most prolix speaker at the Council…” according to 

Soetens, objected that if the Council was to produce a decree on the Jews why not also speak 

of the other non-Catholic religions.142 Paul VI was not as enthusiastic about the declaration 

as his predecessor had been.143 Soetens argues that during the 1964 pilgrimage of Paul VI to 

the Holy Land, it was apparent that “the pope had little awareness of the contemporary 

reality of Judaism…”144 Some non-Catholic Christian communities who were involved in the 

Council objected to the schema and its documentary placement.145 Miccoli argues that there 

was a fringe of political journalists at the Council perpetuating cliché anti-Semitic polemic and 

suggesting that Christian anti-Semitism and anti-Judaism were no bad things.146 Judaism was 

also linked to Freemasonry by some.147 Despite this opposition, German Bishops were publicly 

 
138 Joseph A. Komonchak, ‘The Struggle for the Council during the Preparation of Vatican II (1960-1962)’, in 
History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 1] Announcing and Preparing Vatican II, Toward a New Era in Catholicism, ed. 
Guiseppe Alberigo, vol. 1 (Leuven: Peeters, 1995), 271. 
139 Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 398. 
140 Miccoli, ‘Chapter II - Two Sensitive Issues: Religious Freedom and the Jews’, 137. 
141 Ricardo Burigana and Giovanni Turbanti, ‘Chapter VII - The Intersession: Preparing the Conclusion of the 
Council’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 4] Church as Communion Third Period and Intersession September 1964 
- September 1965, ed. Joseph A. Komonchak and Guiseppe Alberigo, vol. 4 (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 471–72. 
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and explicitly in favour of the schema in its early stages.148 European and American Bishops 

were also, broadly, in favour of the schema.149 

 

The early drafters of the document foresaw Arab opposition before the schema was even 

announced.150 These concerns were confirmed when even rumours of a declaration on the 

Jews prompted “uneasiness and then debates and opposition in both Christian-Arab and 

Muslim-Arab circles.”151 Chief among the early problems the schema faced was the ‘Wardi 

affair’.152 This caused the text to be dropped from the first session of the Council.153 Melloni 

argues that once the Council had begun, “there was persistent opposition which came, for 

political reasons from the Arab counties, from an anti-Semitic culture and from the churches 

of the Middle East.”154 Protests in the Arab world over the proposed schema later put 

Christian communities in danger.155 The Arab press refused to publish attempts by those 

Council Fathers drafting the schema to calm the situation through giving explanations of the 

meaning of the text.156Criticisms of the Council discussing Judaism were not limited to 

Muslim-Arabs, the Coptic and Melkite Patriarchs also objected.157 Later in the Council, the 

Vatican’s diplomatic service interfered in the Council’s agenda regarding the schema on the 

 
148 Miccoli, 135. 
149 Miccoli, 141. American Cardinal Spellman was notably not in favour. See: Miccoli, 147. 
150 Komonchak, ‘The Struggle for the Council during the Preparation of Vatican II (1960-1962)’, 270. 
151 Beozzo, ‘The External Climate’, 396. 
152 Komonchak, ‘The Struggle for the Council during the Preparation of Vatican II (1960-1962)’, 271.Beozzo, 
‘The External Climate’, 396–97. Miccoli, ‘Chapter II - Two Sensitive Issues: Religious Freedom and the Jews’, 
137–38. 
153 Soetens, ‘Chapter IV - The Ecumenical Commitment of the Catholic Church’, 276. 
154 Alberto Melloni, ‘The Beginning of the Second Period The Great Debate on the Church’, in History of Vatican 
II -  [Vol. 3] The Mature Council Second Period and Intermission September 1963 - September 1964, ed. Joseph 
A. Komonchak and Guiseppe Alberigo, vol. 3 (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 57–58. 
155 Burigana and Turbanti, ‘Chapter VII - The Intersession: Preparing the Conclusion of the Council’, 547. 
156 Burigana and Turbanti, 550. 
157 Soetens, ‘Chapter IV - The Ecumenical Commitment of the Catholic Church’, 271–72. Evangelista Vilanova, 
‘Chapter V - The Intersession (1963-1964)’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 3] The Mature Council, Second Period 
and Intersession, September 1963 - September 1964, ed. Guiseppe Alberigo and Joseph A. Komonchak, vol. 3 
(Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 380. Miccoli, ‘Chapter II - Two Sensitive Issues: Religious Freedom and the Jews’, 141. 



 44 
 

Jews in response to pressure from the Arab world.158 Cardinal Bea, the chief architect and 

guardian of the document, went to great lengths to impress upon critics that this document 

was in no way political and was not addressing the State of Israel.159 It is worth registering the 

importance of this specific denial of addressing Israel as this can be seen as the beginning of 

an aversion to discussing the State of Israel in Catholic thought after the drama of these early 

days of the schema.  

 

Later in the Council, the Oriental Fathers moved from political criticism to theological, and 

were joined by some non-Arab conservative Fathers.160 Opposition from the conservative 

faction at the Council did decrease as their focus shifted to the separate document on 

religious liberty.161 It was, however, only when certain amendments from an Oriental 

Patriarch were accepted that Arab opposition abated enough for the document to pass.162 

Despite this intervention, up to the last moment there was a concerted effort by some Council 

Fathers to block the document.163 As a result of these constant pressures, the schema 

constantly changed in terms of content, scope, structure and placement.164  

 

To summarise, Benedict arguing that Nostra Aetate was ‘decisive’ is demonstratively 

incorrect. Lumen Gentium contains relevant material for a Catholic Theology of Judaism and 

 
158 Vilanova, ‘Chapter V - The Intersession (1963-1964)’, 430. Guiseppe Alberigo, ‘Conclusion -  The New Shape 
of the Council’, in History of Vatican II -  [Vol. 3] The Mature Council, Second Period and Intersession, 
September 1963 - September 1964, ed. Guiseppe Alberigo and Joseph A. Komonchak, vol. 3 (Leuven: Peeters, 
2000), 505. 
159 Miccoli, ‘Chapter II - Two Sensitive Issues: Religious Freedom and the Jews’, 154–55. 
160 Miccoli, 165. 
161 Miccoli, 186–87. 
162 Velati, ‘Chapter III - Completing the Conciliar Agenda’, 215. 
163 Velati, 222. 
164 See foe example: Soetens, ‘Chapter IV - The Ecumenical Commitment of the Catholic Church’, 283.Vilanova, 
‘Chapter V - The Intersession (1963-1964)’, 379. Vilanova, 430–32.Miccoli, ‘Chapter II - Two Sensitive Issues: 
Religious Freedom and the Jews’, 135. Miccoli, 149. Miccoli, 153. 
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was a more solemn form of Conciliar teaching than Nostra Aetate. The acrimony that 

accompanied the schema on the Jews through the length of the Council resulted in a much 

altered and diluted document.  

 

(2.2) Historical errors are rejected - Israel is not replaced by the Church 

The second aspect of Benedict XVI’s reading of Vatican II I wish to critique is when he states 

that in Nostra Aetate, “historical errors are rejected…”165 There are several parts of Benedict’s 

argument which could be focused upon, but I shall focus upon that which has most bearing 

upon my Catholic theology of Judaism and Catholic Zionism; namely, Benedict’s argument 

that the Council rejected the ‘theory of substitution’.166  

 

Benedict’s argument is composed of two, seemingly contradictory, premises: (1) “...there was 

no ‘theory of substitution’ as such before the Council”167 (2) Substitution “which has hitherto 

determined theological reflection on this question, should be rejected” as a result of the 

Council.168 Benedict appears to be arguing that Substitution theory never existed, but the 

Council means that it should be rejected anyway.  

 

Benedict argues that “it should be noted that there was no ‘theory of substitution’ as such 

before the Council… the theory of substitution did not exist…”169 This is demonstratively 

incorrect. Take for example, Pius XII’s teaching in his 1943 Encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi 

that “the New Testament took the place of the Old Law which had been abolished… On the 

 
165 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 168. 
166 Benedict XVI, 168. 
167 Benedict XVI, 168. 
168 Benedict XVI, 168. 
169 Benedict XVI, 168. 
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Cross then the Old Law died…”170 This is just one example and is far from definitive, but as it 

is the statement of a Pope in an Encyclical, this constitutes Ordinary and Universal 

Magisterium according to the definition I set out in the terminology. There is scholarly debate 

over whether or not Thomas Aquinas – a gargantuan figure in Catholic theology – held 

Supersessionist beliefs.171 The Vatican’s own 2015 document Gifts also contradicts Benedict’s 

argument as it states Supersessionism was historically present in the Church.172 The original 

German does not offer Benedict any way out of this either as the translation is quite exact 

and literal.173 Given that Benedict surely knew the work of Augustine, Aquinas, and the earlier 

tradition on this topic, he surely knew that some major Catholic theologians held to views of 

Supersessionism. I therefore believe that Benedict has simply made a mistake. What he 

meant to say is that there was ‘no doctrine’ of substitution (Supersessionism) formally taught 

by the Magisterium of the Catholic Church, but a ‘theory of substitution’ certainly did exisit 

as a tradition.  

 

This leads us to the second part of Benedict’s argument; because of Vatican II’s teaching, 

Supersessionism should be rejected. D’Costa states that there was “no teaching on the 

abrogation or supersession of Judaism…” in the Council documents.174 When taking a close 

 
170 Pius XII, ‘Mystici Corporis Christi’. 
171 See: Matthew A. Tapie, ‘Aquinas and the Question of Supersessionism’, in Aquinas on Israel and the Church 
(Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2014), 25–47. 
172 “On the part of many of the Church Fathers the so-called replacement theory or Supersessionism steadily 
gained favour until in the Middle Ages it represented the standard theological foundation of the relationship 
with Judaism…” Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘“The Gifts and the Calling of God Are 
Irrevocable” A Reflection on Theological Questions Pertaining to Catholic–Jewish Relations on the Occasion of 
the 50th Anniversary Of “Nostra Aetate”’, The Holy See, 10 December 2015, sec. 17, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/relations-jews-
docs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_20151210_ebraismo-nostra-aetate_en.html. 
173 “Zunächst ist festzustellen, dass es eine ‘Substitutionstheorie’ als solche vor dem Konzil nich gegben hat...” 
Benedikt XVI, ‘Gnade und Berufung ohne reue - Ammerkunged zum Trak <<De Iudaeis>>’, 392. 
174 D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 143. 
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look at the text of Nostra Aetate itself however, and especially in its Latin original, the issue 

is not so clear cut. There are four main points from Nostra Aetate which are relevant to the 

question of Supersessionism.  

 

Firstly, “…omnes Christifideles, Abrahame filios secundem fidem, in eiusdem Patriarchae 

vocatione includi…” The Vatican website translates this as “…all who believe in Christ, 

Abraham’s sons according to faith, are included in the Patriarch’s call…” This is an accurate 

reflection of the Latin. The use of the word ‘includi’/’include’ is significant. Christ’s faithful are 

not usurping or replacing the Jews in the call of Abraham, they are included in it.  

 

Secondly, and echoing Lumen Gentium, Nostra Aetate also acknowledges the Jews as ‘populi 

electi’ and this is accurately translated in the Vatican’s English version. Nostra Aetate’s use of 

‘chosen people’ does not have the same impact as it did in Lumen Gentium however as it is 

fixed specifically to the Exodus from Egypt and a Supersessionist could argue that it was not 

until the coming of Christ that the Jews were superseded in the Covenant. This is an example 

of how Nostra Aetate does not apply its teaching to contemporary Jews.  

 

Thirdly, the phrase ‘Quare nequit Ecclesia oblivisci se per populum illum, quocum Deus ex 

ineffabili misericordia sua Antiquum Foedus inire dignatus est…’ which the Vatican translates 

as the “Church, therefore, cannot forget that she received the revelation of the Old Testament 

through the people with whom God in His inexpressible mercy concluded the Ancient 

Covenant.” This could also be translated as: ‘God in His inexpressible mercy established the 

ancient covenant’, as found in the Abbott and Gallagher translation of the Council 
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documents.175 Flannery’s translation is identical to Abbott and Gallagher’s.176 The use of 

‘concluded’ is not incorrect, but carries with it a certain implication of finality. This could imply 

a ‘conclusion’ to the Covenant between God and the Jews, i.e. that it has ended; and could 

be read with Supersessionist eyes implying its replacement with Christianity. This would 

preclude a later teaching that the Jewish people are still in the Covenant. This is not, however, 

an accurate reading of the original Latin. Indeed, when John Paul II referred to this passage in 

English in his meeting with Interreligious Leaders in Los Angeles in 1987, he translated this as 

‘established’ not ‘concluded’.177  

 

Finally, Nostra Aetate repeats Lumen Gentium’s teaching that God does not repent (sine 

paentitentia) of the gifts and calls (dona et vocation) he issues. The Vatican translation reflects 

this clearly. The translation of ‘adhuc carissimi manent propter Patres’ as ‘most dear for the 

sake of their Fathers’ does not fully reflect the potential meaning of the Latin. Flannery 

translates this as “the Jews remain very dear to God, for the sake of their patriarchs…”178 It is 

important to acknowledge the ‘manet’ as meaning ‘remains’ as this implies continuity of the 

past and the relationship between God and the Jews in the past, which is Covenantal.  

 

If we examine the actual text of Nostra Aetate, Vatican II did not explicitly teach on the subject 

of Supersessionism. Nor did the text refer to contemporary Jews. There is a strong argument, 

however, that the Church did implicitly teach on this matter. When summarising the impact 

 
175 Abbott, S.J. and Gallagher, The Documents of Vatican II, 664. 
176 Flannery, O.P., Vatican Council II - The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, 740. 
177 John Paul II, ‘Meeting with the Representatives of World Religions and Religious Leaders’, The Holy See, 16 
September 1987, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1987/september/documents/hf_jp-
ii_spe_19870916_non-cristiani.html. 
178Flannery, O.P., Vatican Council II - The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, 741.. 
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of Nostra Aetate and the Council, the 2015 Vatican document Gifts states that a “replacement 

or supersession theology which sets against one another two separate entities, a Church of 

the Gentiles and the rejected Synagogue whose place it takes, is deprived of its 

foundations.”179 This is a more nuanced summary and accurately reflects my understanding 

of the texts. The foundations of Supersessionism have been undermined, but the lack of 

explicit expression of this and a lack of application of this to contemporary Jews means that 

the Council’s teachings cannot be considered a definitive rejection of Supersessionism, even 

if that is the direction the doctrinal trajectory is clearly pointing. This was a work left 

incomplete by the Council. Benedict is not, therefore wrong, in seeing Nostra Aetate and 

Vatican II as significant in undermining Supersessionism. To state, however, that 

Supersessionism can be definitively rejected as a result of the Council is overstating his case. 

Furthermore, this rejection of Supersessionism – even if it was clearly deducible from the 

Council’s teaching – would be implicit rather than explicit. This would mean that it would have 

difficulty being identified as authentically ‘magisterium’, and certainly not as ‘doctrine’ 

because it was not definitively stated by the Council texts. 

 

A final criticism I wish to make of Benedict’s reading of what was condemned at the Council 

is that he does not mention several other aspects of Nostra Aetate which are significant for a 

Catholic theology of Judaism. The first is the explicit rejection of the charge of Deicide.180 

 
179 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Gifts’, sec. 17. 
180 A certain amount of clarification is needed here. The term ‘Decide’ means the killing of God, a god or gods. 
In the context of Christian-Jewish relations this relates to the charge that the Jews killed Jesus who Christians 
believe is the Son of God and a part of the Trinity. In Christian history this has often taken the form of the 
‘Blood Curse’ of the Jews. In the Gospel of Matthew, the author has the Jews pressing for the execution of 
Jesus and after Pilate refuses and declares himself “innocent of this man’s blood…”, the assembled Jews “as a 
whole answered, ‘His blood be on us and on our children!’” Matthew 27:24-25. This is an incredibly complex 
area of Christian history and theology and has arguable links to the anti-Semitism of the last millennia which 
saw millions of Jews murdered as ‘Christ-killers’. The word ‘Deicide’ never appears in the Conciliar texts. I am 
assuming that the part of the text we are about to discuss addresses Deicide without using the term explicitly, 
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Nostra Aetate states that “…what happened in His passion cannot be charged against all the 

Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today.”181 This strongly attacks 

one of the tenants of Punitive Supersessionism as it is stating that although “the Church is the 

new people of God, the Jews should not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if 

this followed from the Holy Scriptures.”182 It does not however, in itself, completely reject 

Punitive Supersessionism as it could be argued that contemporary Jews are still to be 

excluded from the covenant as a punishment for their refusal to believe in Jesus of Nazareth 

as the Messiah and Christ. Reading Supersessionism into this statement, however, would be 

against the general tone of the document. It is something left ambiguous and unresolved in 

the text. As a final point on the significance of the rejection of the Deicide; in this context 

Nostra Aetate specifically refers to the “Jews of today”.183 This is significant as it is linking the 

Council’s teaching with contemporary Jews, not simply with Ancient/Biblical Jews/Judaism. It 

is ambiguous as to whether the entire document’s teaching can be applied to contemporary 

Jews, but the rejection of Deicide is nonetheless a significant step in removing the foundations 

of Supersessionism, and it is conspicuously absent in Benedict’s analysis.  

 

A second area which Benedict neglects to mention is the Council’s condemnation of Anti-

Semitism. Nostra Aetate states that 

 
but I acknowledge that this is not indisputably the case. Sadly, the scope of this study does not allow me the 
latitude to engage too deeply with the question of the refutation of the Deicide at the Council. For a study 
which deals with this question in greater depth see: D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 
chap. 3. 
181 ‘Nostra Aetate - Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions’, Holy See, sec. 17, 
accessed 15 August 2018, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html. 
182 ‘Nostra Aetate’, sec. 17. 
183 ‘Nostra Aetate’, sec. 17. The phrase is “Iudaeis hodiernis” in the Latin, which is accurately translated in the 
Vatican official version.  
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in her rejection of every persecution against any man, the Church, mindful of the 

patrimony she shares with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but by the 

Gospel's spiritual love, decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, 

directed against Jews at any time and by anyone.184 

Benedict could counterargue that anti-Semitism isn’t a theological factor and as such does 

not require discussion in his theological analysis. This is to ignore a reality of history however; 

theological anti-Judaism has fuelled anti-Semitism.185 A final point to make on the significance 

of this passage, Nostra Aetate here makes specific reference to contemporary Jews (i.e. ‘Jews 

of any time’). This linking of contemporary Jews with their Biblical ancestors in the Church’s 

rejection of anti-Semitism is important because it points – albeit very tentatively – towards 

contemporary Jews being included in the Church’s understanding of the inheritance from the 

Biblical ancestors. This is tentative and cannot be taken as any form of teaching, but it is an 

important first step in the doctrinal trajectory towards ‘Catholic Zionism’.  

 

To summarise, in his article Benedict argues that there was no Supersessionism before the 

Council. This is demonstratively incorrect as examples can be found in 20th century Papal texts 

and can, arguably, be found in Aquinas also. Seemingly self-contradictory; Benedict also 

claims that although Supersessionism did not exist prior to the Council, the Council’s 

teachings mean that Supersessionism should be rejected. Benedict’s argument is not strong 

because while on the one hand the Council’s teaching does significantly undermine the 

foundations of Supersessionism, this teaching does not definitively reject the theory in itself. 

 
184 ‘Nostra Aetate’, sec. 17. 
185 There are multiple books dedicated to this subject. See for example: James Carroll, Constantine’s Sword: 
The Church and the Jews - A History (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2001). Also, Connelly, From Enemy 
to Brother. 
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The doctrinal trajectory which emerges from the Council texts does point towards this end, 

but it is not achieved at the Council.  

 

(2.3) Truly authentic Christian tradition – The never-revoked Covenant 

While it is possible to clearly identify what Benedict argues was rejected by the Council (i.e. 

Supersessionsim), it is much more difficult to identify what he argues was actually positively 

taught at the Council. The title of the section of Benedict’s article on this subject is ‘Vatican 

II’s new perspective on the problem’, yet he mentions Nostra Aetate only in his opening 

sentence then moves on to discuss the 2015 document Gifts and “the new view of Judaism 

that developed after the Council…”186 Considering (as shown in chapter 1 and previously in 

this chapter 2) the significance Benedict places upon the Council as a turning point in the way 

Catholics theologically understood Jews and Judaism, it is conspicuous that Benedict would 

not definitively state what he considers to be the teaching of the Church in the Council 

documents.187 Indeed, after the initial sentence of this section, the Council is only mentioned 

twice more throughout the article, and these are on the same page and only mentioned in 

reference to other events. Nostra Aetate is only mentioned once after the commencement 

of Benedict’s supposed analysis of the Council’s ‘new perspective’. His article is fundamentally 

a reflection on certain developments of this ‘covenant theology’ not a study of the effects of 

the Shoah and the Council upon a Catholic theology of Judaism as the opening line of the 

article would suggest.188 Benedict does argue – although he argues that the term is imprecise 

 
186 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 168. 
187 It could be argued that I am trying to force a nonagenarian to think in millennial ‘soundbites’ and produce a 
succinct ‘Tweetable’ summary. I acknowledge this may be the case, but more clarity in Benedict’s article would 
be helpful to keep track of his argument. 
188 I would summarise the salient points of the article as: justifying a covenantal dichotomy between Christians 
and Jews (pp.164-167), condemning Marcionism (pp.165-166), condemning Supersessionism (pp.168-170), 
addressing the results of this rejection of Supersessionism on certain covenantal-theological questions 
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and needs improvement later in the article189 – that the Council taught that instead of 

Supersessionism, “it is more correct to speak of the never-revoked covenant – a theme that 

was developed after the Council…”190 The task before us in the remainder of this chapter is 

to analyse commentaries from various scholars and evaluate whether Benedict’s claim is 

correct.191  

 

It is important to note that our analysis will not be an exhaustive study of Nostra Aetate. I will 

be discussing material relevant to the ‘Catholic theology of Judaism’ I am sketching which 

enables a ‘Catholic Zionism’. One of the challenges of evaluating various theological analyses 

of Nostra Aetate is that the history of the declaration, as shown in 2.1, is a complicated and 

theo-politically charged and historical development cannot easily be separated from 

theological reflection. 192 

 

Despite being unsubstantiated, Benedict’s claim is demonstratively correct from even a 

cursory review of the texts of Lumen Gentium and Nostra Aetate.193 Lumen Gentium describes 

 
including the Land Promise (pp.170-180) and concluding with a critique of the phraseology ‘never-revoked 
Covenant’ (180-184). 
189 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 184. 
190 Benedict XVI, 168. 
191 In his 1966 commentary, Bea acknowledges that the Council’s teaching is “very concentrated”. Bea, S.J., The 
Church and the Jewish People, 51.  
192 This can be seen, for example, in Oesterreicher’s extensive study. See: Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the 
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and Commentary’. This is perhaps not 
surprising in the analysis by men who had been personally involved in the drafting, debate and promulgation 
of the text. It must be said, however, that Bea’s commentary does separate out the theological and the 
historical with relative clarity. See: Bea, S.J., The Church and the Jewish People. Even an article with a title 
proporting to be focusing entirely on Nostra Aetate only focuses on the text itself in one small paragraph. See: 
Maureena Fritz, ‘Nostra Aetate: A Turning Point in History’, Religious Education 81, no. 1 (Winter 1986): 
74.Kennedy’s 2008 article is a more recent example of a study which proports to be on Nostra Aetate but 
which simply focuses upon the history of Catholic theology of Judaism. Kennedy, ‘The Declaration on the 
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate’. Fisher’s article also claims to focus on 
Nostra Aetate, yet focuses on its wider historical significance rather than the text itself. See: Eugene J. Fisher, 
‘Nostra Aetate: A Personal Reflection’, Journal of Ecumenical Studies 50, no. 4 (Fall 2015): 529–38. 
193 For a thorough analysis of the following passages see: for Lumen Gentium 2.1 and Nostra Aetate 2.2. 
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the Jews as ‘…that people to whom were given the Covenants and promises…’. This clearly 

affirms that the Covenant did exist. Nostra Aetate echoes this in stating that the Jews are 

‘…the people who God in His inexpressible mercy established the ancient covenant…’ A 

further passage attests to the permanence of these Covenants and promises as ‘…God does 

not repent of the gifts and calls he previously made.’ These points are further developed in 

Nostra Aetae which states that ‘the gifts and call [of God to the Jews in the Covenant’ are 

without repentance…’ Nostra Aetate also states that ‘…all who believe in Christ, Abraham’s 

sons according to faith, are included in the Patriarch’s call…’ This shows that the call of 

Abraham is still, in the Christian understanding, extant. D’Costa agrees with this reading: 

“…the Council formally teaches that God is always faithful to his covenant and promises.”194 

While he does not substantiate his point, Benedict’s statement that the Council taught that 

the Covenant is not revoked is correct.  

 

As Vatican II was a gathering of all the worlds Bishops in an Ecumenical Council called and 

presided over by a Pope it is clearly of high magisterial authority. Abbott and Gallagher argue 

that the teaching of the Council was simply the reiteration of the authentic tradition which 

had been neglected by some Christians. This would support John XXIII’s sentiment that the 

Council was simply presenting the tradition of the Church in a renewed way, not defining or 

condemning anything new. Sullivan also argues that Vatican II was not a source of 

Extraordinary magisterium precisely because of this reason.195 Therefore, Vatican II and the 

teachings identified should be considered as Ordinary and Universal Magisterium.  

 

 
194 D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 154. 
195 Sullivan S.J., Magisterium - Teaching Authority in the Catholic Church. 
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Despite its authority, it should be noted that some scholars argue that the Council’s teaching 

on the Jews can “be credited with formally affirming the Tridentine Catechism. It can [also] 

be credited with ressourcement, in returning to scripture and formally teaching it.”196 

Oestrreicher argues that in Nostra Aetate, the “Church has publicly made her own the Pauline 

view of the mystery of Israel…”197 Of the thirteen references in Lumen Gentium and Nostra 

Aetate which are used in their relevant passages on the Covenant and Judaism, eight are from 

Paul. The significant passages from the documents, however, do rely on Paul exclusively. 

Cunningham’s 2015 book Seeking Shalom presents a contemporary theological analysis of 

Nostra Aetate. He argues that “major developments in Catholic thinking on biblical 

hermeneutics…have made crucial contributions to positive relations between Catholics and 

Jews.” 198 Cunningham states that it “is well known, Nostra Aetate relied heavily upon Paul’s 

Letter to the Romans to state that the Jewish people remain ‘most dear’ to God (Rom. 11:28), 

and that to them belong ‘the glory and the covenants and the law’ (Rom. 9:4).”199 That the 

Council simply reiterates Paul does not detract from its authority, if anything it confirms it. It 

does however reduce the significance of Vatican II as an ‘event’ for a Catholic theology of 

Judaism as nothing fundamentally new was said. This also undermines Benedict’s point (as 

 
196 D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 159. I include the reference to the Roman 
Catechism to show that the teaching of the Council is repetitious of previous Church teaching. I do not have 
scope to delve into the Roman Catechism in this study.  
197 Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and 
Commentary’, 1. 
198 Philip A. Cunningham, Seeking Shalom: The Journey to Right Relationship between Catholics and Jews 
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 12. This is significant as it supports 
Oesterreicher’s interpretation of the Council in that it made the Pauline view of the mystery of Israel its own. 
“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 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 helps chart 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.” Cunningham, 58–59. 
199 Cunningham, Seeking Shalom: The Journey to Right Relationship between Catholics and Jews, 54. 
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discussed in 2.1) that Nostra Aetate was somehow ‘decisive’, that cannot be so when all it 

does it reiterate Paul.  

 

Some scholars have, however, potentially read more into the Council’s teaching than Benedict 

does. In his 1969 commentary, Oestrreicher summarises Nostra Aetate as “the Church gives 

glory to God for his enduring faithfulness towards his chosen people, the Jews…”200 

Oesterriecher ‘teeters on the edge’ of identifying contemporary Jews with the unrevoked 

Covenant. This does not necessarily follow from the Council texts. This, as I have mentioned 

at several points through this chapter, is one of the ambiguities of the Council’s teaching. 

D’Costa highlights this as a question resulting from the Council: have the Jews themselves 

remained faithful to the ‘gifts and call’ of the Covenant?201 This question of contemporary 

Jews being included in the Covenant was left, conspicuously, unanswered by the Council. 

Furthermore, there is no indication as to whether or not an inclusion of contemporary Jews 

could be an authentic development.  

 

To summarise, Benedict’s statement that the Council taught that the Covenant is unrevoked 

is correct and this is supported by other scholarship. This teaching is positive, explicit and 

delivered with the authority of Ordinary and Universal Magisterium. This teaching is, 

however, simply a ressourcement of Scripture and is unremarkable in the development of a 

Catholic theology of Judaism. The Council said nothing about whether contemporary Jews 

should be included in the unrevoked Covenant and there is no tangible doctrinal trajectory to 

be inferred in this regard from the Council’s teaching.  

 
200 Oestrreicher, ‘Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions - Introduction and 
Commentary’, 1. 
201 D’Costa, Vatican II - Catholic Doctrine on Jews & Muslims, 158. 
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Summary of Chapter Two 

(2.1) Historical-critically, Vatican II was not a decisive event in the development of a Catholic 

theology of Judaism. Almost from the outset, the Council’s deliberations on Judaism and the 

Jewish people were plagued by geo-political controversy and the opposition of Catholic 

traditionalist circles. The teaching produced by the Council, and in particular Nostra Aetae, 

was ultimately a compromise to the sensitives of its opponents. Within the context of the 

Council itself, Nostra Aetate was not decisive as teaching can be found in other, arguably 

more magisterially authoritative and significant, sources (e.g. Lumen Gentium). Furthermore, 

the three post-Conciliar clarifications on the meaning of Nostra Aetate by the Vatican 

demonstrate that far from ‘settling the issue’ the Council’s teaching has left several questions 

unanswered. (2.2) Vatican II did not definitively reject (or anathematise) Supersessionism. 

The foundations of Supersessionism were seriously undermined by the Council, however 

there was no ‘knockout blow’ and nothing which constitutes definitive and explicit teaching 

on the matter. The doctrinal trajectory of the Council does arguably point to a rejection of 

Supersessionism, but it is not absolutely clear. The Council does explicitly reject the Deicide 

charge and anti-Semitism, both of which further undermine Supersessionism. (2.3) The 

Council documents do teach that (a) God is faithful to the Covenant he made with the Jewish 

people and that the gifts and calling of said Covenant remain extant, and (b) the Jewish people 

remain beloved by God due to their ancestors. These teachings are simply teaching scripture 

and the Roman Catechism. There is no identification of contemporary Jewish people (as either 

an ethnically or religiously corporate body) as being inheritors of the Covenantal bond and 

promises. It would not be correct to state that there is an implicit doctrinal trajectory in this 
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regard, or conversely that such an identification is prohibited by the Council texts, the 

Council’s teaching is profoundly and conspicuously ambiguous on this question.   
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Chapter Three – Two steps forward, one step back… 

In this third chapter we shall be evaluating the significance of the 1969 un-published 

document Reflections, the 1969 ‘New Order of Mass’ for the Roman Rite, and the 1974 

document ‘Guidelines’. We shall explore how these three documents impact and develop the 

doctrinal trajectory of the ‘Catholic theology of Judaism’ we have been discussing in the 

previous two chapters. We shall also discuss the impact these documents have on both 

Benedict’s de jure and Gregerman’s de facto objections to Catholic Zionism. In terms of 

Catholic theology of Judaism, the period from the end of the Council until the publication of 

the 1974 Guidelines is overlooked by scholars.202 Some scholars are beginning to redress this 

 
202 The close Council in 1965 until the election of John Paul II in 1978 were tempestuous years for the Catholic 
Church. Both the Papacy and the magisterium were undermined by attacks from liberal and conservative 
factions. The publication of Paul VI’s Encyclical Humanae Vitae in 1968 reinforced the Catholic Church’s 
rejection of birth control and marked the point in Catholic theology where the influence of traditional 
scholastic theology began to dwindle. “…the older micro-tradition of neo-scholastic natural law was already 
acknowledged by the specialists trained to pass it on as no longer useful, and that the period of crisis that 
always followed such a recognition had arrived.” Mark S. Massa, ‘“A Period of Crisis”’, in The Structure of 
Theological Revolutions: How the Fight Over Birth Control Transformed American Catholicism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 52, 
http://www.oxfordscholarship.com.bris.idm.oclc.org/view/10.1093/oso/9780190851408.001.0001/oso-
9780190851408-chapter-4. Public and persistent dissent by the laity, theologians and clerics to the standard 
set by Humanae Vitae eroded the authority of the papacy in the moral sphere. The revision of the Liturgy of 
the Roman Rite also came to fruition in 1969 and the way in which the sacraments of the Latin Church were 
celebrated underwent extensive change. Although not limited to the issue of the Liturgy, the public dissent of 
French Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre and his SSPX from the Conciliar reforms ultimately lead to Paul VI 
denouncing Lefebvre at the 1976 Consistory and suspending him from his Priestly and Episcopal faculties later 
that year. The SSPX’s situation in the Church remains irregular today. New theological trends emerged in these 
years which further undermined the Church’s authority. Prominent Catholic theologian Hans Küng publicly 
rejected Papal infallibility in 1971 with his book Infallible? An enquiry. Küng, Infallible? An Enquiry. Peruvian 
theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez published A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics and Salvation in Spanish in 
1971 which would become a bête noire of the Roman authorities. Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation : 
History, Politics, and Salvation, trans. Caridad Inda and John Eagleson, SCM Classics Rev. Ed. (London: SCM, 
2001). “The late Pope John Paul II was frequently criticised for the severity with which he dealt with the 
liberation movement. His main object was to stop the highly politicised form of liberation theology prevalent 
in the 1980s, which could be seen as a fusion of Christianity and Marxism. He was particularly criticised for the 
firmness with which he closed institutions that taught Liberation Theology and with which he removed or 
rebuked the movement's activists, such as Leonardo Boff and Gustavo Gutierrez. He believed that to turn the 
church into a secular political institution and to see salvation solely as the achievement of social justice was to 
rob faith in Jesus of its power to transform every life. The image of Jesus as a political revolutionary was 
inconsistent with the Bible and the Church's teachings. He didn't mean that the Church was not going to be the 
voice of the oppressed, was not going to champion the poor. But it should not do it by partisan politics, or by 
revolutionary violence. The Church's business was bringing about the Kingdom of God, not about creating a 
Marxist utopia.” BBC, ‘Liberation Theology’, BBC, 18 July 2011, 
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oversight. For example, D’Costa’s book Catholic Doctrine and the Jewish People after Vatican 

II provides a detailed study of the broader post-Conciliar developments at the more 

authoritative levels of the Church.203  

 

(3.1) Reflections 

In 1969, the Secretariat for Christian Unity met in Rome and produced a draft of document 

on the improvement of Catholic-Jewish Relations reflecting on Nostra Aetate. The document 

was never published by the Vatican but was leaked to the New York Times who published it 

in a redacted form on 11th December 1969.204 That this document was not published is, from 

the perspective of my arguing for Catholic Zionism, unfortunate. Reflections does not have 

any magisterial authority in itself as it was never official promulgated by any organ of the 

Magisterium. The reasons why it was dropped, however, are not difficult to fathom taken the 

historical context.205 A Supersessionist or a Benedict XVI counterargument could state that 

because no official reason has ever been given for why the document was dropped, it could 

be that there were serious theological objections to the teaching contained in Reflections by 

 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/beliefs/liberationtheology.shtml#h2. Along with the 
undermining of Papal authority in the moral sphere, these controversies meant that the authority of the Pope 
was questioned in theological and ecclesiological matters as well. 
203 Gavin D’Costa, Catholic Doctrines and the Jewish People after Vatican II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2019).  
204 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
The New York Times, 11 December 1969. It may seem unusual that the New York Times article is titled 
‘Approved’ when it was never published. This is historically significant as it implies that the Secretariat had 
passed the approved the document and that there was opposition from further up in the Curia to supress it. 
This is conjecture, but there is important historical analysis to be had here.  
205 The situation in the Middle East was highly charged during this period. Israel and its Arab neighbours fought 
two wars: the Six-Day War (1967) and the Yom Kippur War (1973). The foundation of the Palestinian Liberation 
Organisation (the PLO) in 1964 added another dimension to the conflict; the PLO participated in the War of 
Attrition between Egypt and Israel (1967-70) and the Palestinian insurgency in South Lebanon against 
Lebanese Christians and Israel (1968-1982). Coming so soon after the Six-Day War, a document affirming the 
Jewish claim to the land based on the Covenant and asserting a requirement for Catholics to understand this 
claim would have been inflammatory. Much like at Vatican II, the Arab-Israeli conflict blocked the theological 
development of the Church’s teaching on Judaism and Israel. 
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the Pope or the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. As there is no evidence either way, 

this is possible.  

 

Firstly, and significantly for the Catholic theology of Judaism, the text specifically states that 

understanding 

is increasingly being gained in the Church of the actual place of the Jewish people in 

the history of salvation and of its permanent election …that people… which in its 

history has encountered the one true God who established with that people a 

covenant of which circumcision is the sign…as a remembrance of its past and an 

expectation of the full realization of its promises.206 

This is significant because it clearly states that the Jewish people, and the context of the 

document clearly identifies contemporary Jewish people, have a ‘permanent election’ with 

which God established a Covenant. This is a development from the Council’s teaching which 

affirmed the Covenant but gave no indication whatsoever as to whether contemporary Jews 

were to be included in this. It is significant – particularly when we discuss John Paul II in 

Chapter Four – that Reflections later reiterates a point made in this excerpt when it identifies 

that “still too often Christians do not know what Jews are. They do not, in any case see them 

as they are in themselves and how they define their present living reality.”207  

 

Secondly, Reflections further undermines Benedict’s argument (discussed in 2.1) that Vatican 

II was decisive because it states that the improvement in Catholic-Jewish relations “points 

 
206 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
para. 3. 
207 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
para. 5. 
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toward a new Christian reflection on the Jewish people that it is important to pursue.”208 The 

‘new reflection’ had not been arrived at by 1969, but was being pursued. This document also 

undermines Benedict’s de jure objection to Catholic Zionism. Reflections states that “[f]idelity 

to the covenant was linked to the gift of the land, which in the Jewish soul has endured as the 

object of an aspiration that Christians should strive to understand.”209 On the one hand, it 

could be argued that ‘strive to understand’ does not mean affirm of accept. However, the 

wider context of the document would not appear to support this counterargument. It states 

that “Christians, whatever the difficulties they may experience, must attempt to understand 

and respect the religious significance of this link between the people and the land.”210 The 

key to this passage is ‘religious significance’. It is unclear whether the document is referring 

to the religious significance for Jews or Christians. As the document is criticising a Christian 

lack of understanding, it would stand to reason that this ‘religious significance’ is not merely 

the Jewish understanding, but also a part of the Christian theology of Judaism. This is 

ambiguous, but the trajectory of the rest of the passages quoted which relate to the land 

would appear to point in that direction. It should also be noted that if we look back to the 

terminology outlined at the beginning of this study, this constitutes an affirmation of Eretz 

Yirsael in Catholic theological terms based upon the Church’s prior teaching on the Covenant.  

 

Thirdly, Reflections undermines Gregerman’s de facto objection. Regarding the religious 

understanding of Eretz, Reflections states that “The existence of the State of Israel should not 

 
208 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
para. 4. 
209 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
para. 7. 
210 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
para. 8. 
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be separated from this perspective; which does not in itself imply any judgement on historical 

occurrences on decisions or of a purely political order.”211 This is significant for Catholic 

Zionism for two reasons. One, it affirms that the State of Israel was to be understood as 

related to the affirmation of Eretz. This, according to the definitions established in the 

prolegomenon corresponds to an affirmation of Medinat, thereby constituting a Catholic 

Zionism. Furthermore, the explicit statement that the ‘political’ nature of the State of Israel 

should not be included in this affirmation qualifies this Catholic Zionism as minimalist. This 

quotation would have been the magna carta of Catholic Zionism had it been officially 

promulgated. Because the document was unpublished, Gregerman could counterargue this 

by saying that this text does not constitute an official statement. This is why I describe the 

document as ‘undermining’ Gregerman’s argument, rather than disproving it.  

 

Although unpublished, Reflections was to a certain extent resurrected by the French Bishop’s 

Committee for Relations with the Jews in a 1973 statement. On the one hand this document 

echoes the 1969 proposed document in that it supports the continuity of the Jewish people 

in the Covenant, “these precepts [of the New Covenant] were received by Christians without, 

however, dispossessing the Jews.”212 It reiterates the point from 1969 in that “the Jewish 

people must not be looked upon by Christians as a mere social and historical reality but most 

of all as a religious one; not as a relic of the venerable and finished past but as a reality alive 

through the ages”213 This reiterates the point that Christians have been understanding 

 
211 ‘Excerpts From the Vatican-Approved Document on the Improvement of Roman Catholic-Jewish Relations’, 
para. 8. 
212 French Bishops’ Committee for Relations with Jews, ‘Statement by the French Bishops’ Committee for 
Relations with Jews’ (Boston College, April 1973), sec. 3, 
https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/research_sites/cjl/texts/cjrelations/resources/documents/catholic/fre
nch_bishops.html. 
213 French Bishops’ Committee for Relations with Jews, sec. 3. 
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Judaism only historically and not as a living reality. It should be noted that this is not the same 

as understanding Judaism as in Covenantal continuity. Understanding this quote as affirming 

Jewish continuity in the Covenant is not prohibited by this quote, but neither is it wholly 

supported by this reading.  

 

The French Bishop’s document also refutes Structural Supersessionism,  

The First Covenant was not made invalid by the Second. The former is the root and 

source, the foundation and the promise. If it is true that the Old Testament renders 

its ultimate meaning to us only in the light of the New, it is nevertheless true that we 

should first receive and understand it by itself.214  

While this is an advance on the Conciliar texts, it is unclear what the French episcopacy meant 

by ‘receive and understand’. This does not necessarily entail that the French faithful are being 

told to ‘accept and affirm’ the first Covenant. The cautious ambiguity of Vatican II statements 

can be seen echoed here.  

 

While this 1973 document of the French Bishops supports many of the points of the 1969 

Secretariat document, its teaching on the bond of the Jewish people to the land is much more 

reserved and cautious. It should be noted that 1973 was the year of the Yom Kippur War 

between Israel and its Arab neighbours. The extract still affirms the theological right of the 

Jewish people to return to the land. 215 Yet this extract also shows a commitment to even 

 
214 French Bishops’ Committee for Relations with Jews, sec. 5A. 
215 “…more than ever it is difficult to pronounce a well-considered theological return of the Jewish people to 
“its land”. In this context, we Christians must first of all not forget the gift one made my God to the people of 
Israel, of a land where it was called to be reunited...the conscience of the world community cannot refuse the 
Jewish people, who had to submit to so many vicissitudes in the course of its history, the right and means for a 
political existence among the nations. At the same time, this right and the opportunities for existence cannot 
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handedness with regards to the plight of the Palestinians and Arabs who have been affected 

by the return of the Jews to Palestine.  

 

As this document was a reflection of the French Bishops on a Conciliar subject, it could be 

argued that it was not Magisterium as it was a ‘Hierarchical Reflection’ (see Terminology.2). 

This is not a pastoral letter from the Bishops conference to the people of the French Church 

and is not pastoral in nature. It does, however, offer advice on how French Catholics should 

conduct their relations with the Jewish people and is concerned with developing the teaching 

of Vatican II. Hierarchical Reflections are not binding upon Catholics and as this was from the 

French Bishops it does not have authority outside of that territory.  

 

(3.2) Novus Ordo Missae 

In 1969 the Catholic Church promulgated a new Rite of Mass for the Roman Rite. Our 

reflection on the Novus Ordo will be short, but it is important to show that certain secondary 

trajectories of the Catholic theology of Judaism which we discussed at the start of this 

research came to fruition during the period we are studying. The Liturgy reforms do not 

impact upon our evaluation of de jure and de facto opposition to Catholic Zionism. They are 

included in this research as a ‘litmus test’ of the development of the Catholic theology of 

Judaism after the Council.  

 

In 1.2, we analysed the translation and interpretation of the phrase ‘perfidi iudeaei’ from the 

Good Friday Prayer for the Jews. The 1969 revision of this prayer read:  

 
be refused to those who, in the course of local conflicts resulting from this return, are now the victims of grave 
injustice.” French Bishops’ Committee for Relations with Jews, sec. 5E. 
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Let us pray for the Jewish people, to whom the Lord our God spoke to first, that he 

may grant them to advance in love of his name and in faithfulness to his Covenant. 

Almighty and ever-living God, who bestowed your promises on Abraham and his 

descendants, graciously hear the prayers of your Church, that the people you first 

made your own may attain the fullness of redemption. Through Christ our Lord. 

Amen216 

This revised prayer addresses contemporary Jews as being in covenantal continuity with their 

Biblical ancestors when it states that God bestowed ‘promises on Abraham and his 

descendants’. A Supersessionist could argue that this does not explicitly identify this as being 

counterparty Jews, but as the Prayer is about the Jews of today the context would not support 

this.217 The prayer describes the Church’s wish that the Jewish people ‘advance… in 

faithfulness to [God’s] Covenant’. This is significant because it implies that the Jewish people 

are already faithful, just that the Church wishes them to be more faithful. A Supersessionist 

could argue that the final line of this prayer which asks for the ‘fullness of redemption’ of the 

Jewish people could imply that the Jewish religion itself cannot provide this in virtue of itself 

and it requires the intercession of the Church on their behalf. This would not be in keeping 

with the rest of the prayer especially as this same sentence describes the Jews as ‘the people 

you first made your own’.  

 

 
216 The CTS Sunday Missal - People’s Edition with the New Translation of the Mass (London: Catholic Truth 
Society, 2011), 299–300. 
217 A problem a Catholic theology of Judaism is running into here is how is this theology to define a Jew. This 
prayer would imply that it is ethnographical as it describes the Jews as ‘Abraham and his decedents’. This is 
something which remains unresolved. This text also develops a theme of primogeniture when it describes the 
Jewish people as those ‘whom the Lord our God spoke to first’. This will be an important part of John Paul II’s 
developments to the Catholic theology of Judaism which we shall discuss in Chapter 4. 
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(3.3) Guidelines 

In 1974 the Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews218 published a document 

entitled Guidelines and Suggestions which gave recommendations on how to implement the 

Council’s teaching on Judaism and the Jewish people with regards to the Church’s dialogue, 

Liturgy, education and social action.  

 

The first significant aspect to note is that Guidelines further disproves Benedict XVI’s 

argument that Nostra Aetate was definitive as it states that the Council’s document “marks 

an important milestone in the history of Jewish-Christian relations.”219 A milestone is a point 

on a journey, not the beginning or the end of a journey. The document also describes the 

Council as having “pointed out the path to follow in promoting deep fellowship between Jews 

and Christians. But there is still a long road ahead.”220 This clearly states that the Guidelines 

saw the Council as being part of a long process of development, not a beginning or an end. 

This important point needs to be made clear: Vatican II was not decisive and left many 

unanswered questions and much scope for further development. Although – as we shall 

discuss in the remainder of this chapter – that development was not Magisterially 

forthcoming in the years between the conclusion of the Council and the election of John Paul 

II, there are clear signs (as seen in Reflections and the 1969 Missal) that there was a tangible 

doctrinal trajectory.  

 
218 The Commission had been founded on 22nd October 1974 as an attempt by Paul VI to balance the 
complications he was facing in implementing the Council’s teaching on Judaism with that of the political 
sensitivities of the Middle East. The naming of the Commission as for Religious Relations was deliberate so as 
to prevent any hint of affirmation of Israel, and this was not “a distinction the Israelis appreciated.” Peter 
Hebblethwaite, Paul VI - The First Modern Pope (London: Harper Collins, 1993), 606. 
219 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Guidelines and Suggestions for Implementing the 
Conciliar Declaration “Nostra Aetate” (n. 4)’, 1 December 1974, sec. Preamble, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/relations-jews-
docs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_19741201_nostra-aetate_en.html. 
220 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. Conclusion. 
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Guidelines also echoes a point I have made previously, that Catholics did not understand 

contemporary Judaism. It states that “Although Christianity sprang from Judaism… the gap 

dividing them was deepened more and more, to such an extent that Christian and Jew hardly 

knew each other.”221 The document calls for a “Dialogue [which] presupposes that each side 

wishes to know the other, and wishes to increase and deepen its knowledge of the other.”222 

This aspect of document provides a problem for the Catholic theology of Judaism I have been 

arguing for as it appears to base the relationship between Catholicism and contemporary 

Judaism not in the Covenant but upon religious liberty and dialogue, with no theological 

component. It almost reads like a secular or business manifesto. The document describes the 

sought after dialogue, not in covenantal or fraternal terms but demanding “respect for the 

other as he is; above all, respect for his faith and his religious convictions… [the Catholic] will 

likewise strive to understand the difficulties which arise for the Jewish soul…”223 Striving to 

understand is not the same as affirming. Respect for faith is not the same as affirming. None 

of this disproves the doctrinal trajectory I have discussed previously in this chapter as a non-

theological approach does not negate a theological affirmation elsewhere. This does, 

however, certainly frustrate the doctrinal trajectory and slow the progress that was tangible 

in the late 1960s.  

 

When specifically discussing areas of theology which relate to Catholic-Jewish relations, the 

Guidelines is ambiguous and ultimately says little of significance. The document states that 

the “Old Testament and the Jewish tradition founded upon it must not be set against the New 

 
221 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. Preamble. 
222 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. I. Dialogue. 
223 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. I. Dialogue. 
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Testament in such a way that the former seems to constitute a religion of only justice, fear 

and legalism, with no appeal to the love of God and neighbour.”224 This appears to be a 

refuting of Structural Supersessionism, but is really just a statement of Catholic teaching 

which has been present since the controversy surrounding the second century heretic 

Marcion.  

 

The 1974 document states that the “history of Judaism did not end with the destruction of 

Jerusalem, but rather went on to develop a religious tradition. And, although we believe that 

the importance and meaning of that tradition were deeply affected by the coming of Christ, 

it is still nonetheless rich in religious values.”225 This is reiterating the point in both the 1969 

Secretariat document and the 1973 French document: Christians were seeing Judaism as a 

historical relic rather than a living tradition. On the one hand, it could be argued that this was 

a tentative affirmation of the continuance of Judaism in the Covenant as it is clearly saying 

that Judaism did not end.226 This would be significant as it would be allowing for the argument 

that modern Judaism is continuous with Biblical Judaism and is therefore a legitimate 

claimant to the gifts and calls of the Covenant. This statement is ambiguous; it simply affirms 

that the religion itself continued, this is a matter of simple historical fact. It makes no 

judgement on the place of the religion in the Covenant or the soteriological value of continued 

Jewish practice. Also, theologically speaking, the point of departure between Judaism and 

Christianity is the soteriological sacrifice of Christ and/or the preaching of the Gospel. By 

linking the continuance of Judaism to a historical rather than theological event, it is difficult 

 
224 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. III. Teaching and Education. 
225 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. III. Teaching and Education. 
226 It should be acknowledged that this is another example of a gap in the Church’s theology of Judaism as 
there is no clear definition of what constitutes ‘Judaism’ in this context.  
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to argue that the Guidelines are making any judgement on the Covenantal status of the Jewish 

people. Also, to term Judaism a ‘religious tradition’ makes no judgement about the 

conventual status or soteriological fecundity of Judaism. 

 

It should be noted that the Guidelines were produced by the Commission for Religious 

Relations with the Jews and signed by Cardinal Willebrands, not by any Council or Pope. They 

are significant because they are part of the hermeneutics of the Council’s teaching and are 

specifically concerned with the way the post-Conciliar Church authorities wanted the 

Council’s teachings to be understood. They do have authority as they come from the Vatican 

department specifically created for and tasked with religious relations with the Jews, but they 

do not have Magisterial authority in the same way that a Papal Encyclical would have.  

 

Summary of Chapter Three  

Vatican II left the question of whether contemporary Jews are included in the gifts and calling 

of the irrevocable Covenant unresolved. Furthermore, the Council left the doctrinal trajectory 

relating to this question aimless (i.e. did not, even tentatively, point in one direction or the 

other). My reading of the years 1965-1975 is that there were several significant – including 

concerted, but ultimately unsuccessful attempts – by official Church sources to resolve this 

question and move the doctrinal trajectory along. While these attempts did not provide a 

definitive answer there was a reanimation and new direction to the doctrinal trajectory which 

pointed towards an inclusion of contemporary Jews in the Covenant and an awareness of 

emergent secondary questions which result from this primary trajectory.   
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Chapter Four – “…the present-day people of the Covenant…” 

In this fourth chapter we shall assess Benedict XVI’s argument that the 

thesis that ‘the covenant that God made with his people Israel perdures and is never 

invalidated’ is not included in Nostra aetate. It was pronounced for the first time by 

John Paul II on November 17, 1980 in Mainz. It has since been included in the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church (no. 121) and thus belongs in a certain sense to the 

current teaching of the Catholic Church.227 

This quote from Benedict is his summary of section 39 of the 2015 document ‘Gifts’. I am 

going to evaluate this claim of Benedict in three sections. (1) Firstly, I shall analyse the 

significance for the development of the Catholic theology of Judaism of the election of the 

Polish born Karol Wojtyła with his personal experience of Jews and Judaism. (2) I will then 

assess whether the teaching Benedict highlights can actually be found in John Paul II’s Mainz 

address in 1980 and assess whether Benedict’s is a full reflection of the significance of the 

address for the Catholic theology of Judaism. (3) I will then assess the magisterial authority of 

this teaching and assess the conclusiveness of this teaching for the Catholic theology of 

Judaism and outline whether any questions which therefore result. 

 

(4.1) “They called him from a far-away country…”228 

Before we delve into theological analysis of the Mainz address, I want to briefly explain the 

significance of the election of John Paul II for Catholic theology of Judaism. Gordis argues that 

 
227 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 180–81. 
228 Original Italian: “Lo hanno chiamato da un paese lontano” Giovanni Paolo II, ‘Primo Saluto e Prima 
Benedizione Ai Fedeli Discorso Di Giovanni Paolo II’, 16 October 1978, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/it/speeches/1978/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19781016_primo-saluto.html. 
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no “pope in all of the history of the papacy has focused on the Church’s relationship to Jews 

and to Judaism as has John Paul II.”229 There is broad scholarly consensus that  

[m]ore than any other pope, John Paul II was the… greatest papal friend and supporter 

to the Jewish people. Indeed, John Paul II’s extraordinary relationship with the Jews 

was an important characteristic in the historic legacy of his pontificate, which has had 

profound implications for Catholic-Jewish relations in our time.230 

Kasimow argues that “In all his meetings and writings on the Jews and Judaism, he expresses 

deep veneration and love for the Jewish people. The Pope’s special love for the Jewish people 

has a theological as well as personal basis.”231 Although this is a theology study, I think it is 

important to briefly discuss John Paul II’s personal basis for his special attention on Judaism 

so as to contextualise his theology.  

 

Wistrich argues that John Paul II “had a far more direct experience of Jewish life and suffering 

than any of his predecessors.”232 Wojtyła grew up alongside Polish Jews and had a close 

friendship with the son of the President of the Wadowice Jewish community Jerzy Kluger.233 

The landlord of the flat where the Wojtyła family lived was Jewish.234 When anti-Semitism 

arose in pre-war Poland, Wojtyła defended and argued with his classmates in favour of the 

Polish Jews.235 The young Wojtyła even attended liturgy in the Wadowice Synagogue to hear 

 
229 David M. Gordis, ‘John Paul II and the Jews’, in John Paul II and Interreligious Dialogue, ed. Byron L. Sherwin 
and Harold Kasimow (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1999), 125. 
230 David G. Dalin, ‘John Paul II and the Jews’, in John Paul II and the Jewish People - A Jewish-Christian 
Dialogue (Lanham, Maryland: A Sheed & Ward Book, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2008), 15. 
231 Harold Kasimow, ‘John Paul II and Interreligious Dialogue - An Overview’, in John Paul II and Interreligious 
Dialogue, ed. Byron L. Sherwin and Harold Kasimow (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1999), 1. 
232 Robert S Wistrich, ‘John Paul II on Jews and Judaism’, Partisan Review 67, no. 1 (2000): 101. 
233 Jerzy Kluger, The Pope and I - How the Lifelong Friendship between a Polish Jew and John Paul II Advanced 
the Cause of Jewish-Christian Relations, trans. Matthew Sherry (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2012). 
234 Gary O’Connor, Universal Father - A Life of Pope John Paul II (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), 7. 
235 George Weigel, Witness to Hope - The Biography of Pope John Paul II (New York, USA: HaprperCollins, 
1999), 39. 



 73 
 

a famous Jewish cantor sing.236 Kluger summarised the significance of this event as “that day, 

there was a spirit of pure togetherness in that crowd, the mutual respect between the two 

communities that seemed to brook no exceptions in Wadowice.”237 It is therefore clear that 

“John Paul II had a special relationship with Jews not enjoyed by any other pope.”238 When 

discussing the Second World War and the suffering of the Polish Jewish community, John Paul 

II stated that “…whoever lived in Poland at that time came into contact with this realist. 

Therefore, this was also a personal experience of mine, an experience I carry with me even 

today.”239 As Cardinal Wojtyła, he asked youngsters to care for the abandoned Jewish 

cemeteries as a commemoration of the Polish Jewish community which had been destroyed 

during the war.240  

 

There were clear signs of a more confident attitude in developing the Council’s teaching on 

Judaism than had been seen during the Papacies of his predecessors. In his 1979 address to 

Representatives of Jewish Organisations John Paul II discussed the legacy of Nostra Aetate 

and stated that the document “understood that our two religious communities are connected 

and closely related at the very level of their religious identities.”241 Nostra Aetate said that 

the Church “remembers the bond that spiritually ties the people of the New Covenant to 

Abraham's stock.”242 This is an important statement for several reasons. Firstly, because he 

was specifically addressing contemporary Jewish people, rather than addressing the Church’s 

 
236 Kluger, The Pope and I - How the Lifelong Friendship between a Polish Jew and John Paul II Advanced the 
Cause of Jewish-Christian Relations, 23–24. 
237 Kluger, 24. 
238 Dalin, ‘John Paul II and the Jews’, 15. 
239 John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope, 97. 
240 Weigel, Witness to Hope - The Biography of Pope John Paul II, 196. 
241 John Paul II, ‘Address of John Paul II to the Representatives of the Jewish World Organisations’, The Holy 
See, 12 March 1979, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1979/march/documents/hf_jp-
ii_spe_19790312_org-ebraiche.html. 
242 ‘Nostra Aetate’, sec. 4. 
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relationship with Biblical Judaism (as had been seen in Nostra Aetate and the Guidelines). 

Secondly, John Paul II is linking the Church and contemporary Jews in virtue of their own 

current ‘religious identities’, not on their mutual link to Biblical Judaism. Obviously, this is far 

from affirming that contemporary Jews remain in the Covenant. This statement does, 

however, acknowledge contemporary Jews in virtue of themselves, rather than their link to 

their Biblical ancestors. The 1985 document ‘Notes on the correct way to present the Jews 

and Judaism in preaching and catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church’ published by the 

Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, also draws attention to the significance of 

this terminology.243 

 

(4.2) Mainz, 1980 

On the 17th November 1980, John Paul II’s addressed representatives of the Jewish 

community as part of his Pastoral Visit to West Germany. This address in the City of Mainz 

was a landmark event in the development of Catholic-Jewish theological relations.244 Fisher 

describes the Mainz address as an “important allocution…”245 The 1985 ‘Notes’ describe the 

teaching which emerged from Mainz as a “remarkable theological formula…”246 We shall now 

assess whether it is accurate to state ‘that the covenant that God made with his people Israel 

perdures and is never invalidated’ can be found in John Paul II’s Address to the German Jews. 

Many studies of John Paul II’s theology of Judaism focus upon more significant and widely 

 
243 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Notes on the Correct Way to Present the Jews and 
Judaism in Preaching and Catechesis in the Roman Catholic Church’, 1985, sec. I.2, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/relations-jews-
docs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_19820306_jews-judaism_en.html. 
244 This address was given in German and the Vatican has not provided an English translation. The Fisher and 
Klenicki translation is therefore used. For important excerpts, the original text is consulted to ensure accuracy. 
245 Eugene J. Fisher, ‘Pope John Paul II’s Pilgrimage of Reconciliation’, in Spiritual Pilgrimage - Texts on Jews 
and Judaism 1979-2995, ed. Leon Klenicki and Eugene J. Fisher (New York: Crossroad, 1996), xxii. 
246 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Notes’, sec. I.3. 
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publicised events in his Papacy; for example, his visit to the Roman Synagogue in 1986.247 As 

such, much of this analysis is original.  

 

The first thing to note in this address is that John Paul II described the Jewish heritage in the 

Christian religion as a “ein lebendiges Erbe...”248, “a living heritage...”249 Nostra Aetate did 

affirm that Christianity “draws sustenance from the root of that well-cultivated olive tree onto 

which have been grafted the wild shoots, the Gentiles.”250 The ‘olive tree’ referred to in 

Nostra Aetate, however, is Biblical Judaism not contemporary Judaism. It could be argued 

that the olive tree metaphor in Nostra Aetate extends to modern Judaism, but this is 

ambiguous. John Paul II, however, clearly identifies contemporary Judaism as a ‘living 

heritage’. That Judaism is described as in any sense ‘living’ is a significant change and the fact 

that this stands in such contrast to the attitude of just under 40 years prior is noteworthy. 

The 1985 documents Notes, which to a certain extent reflects on the impact of the Mainz 

address, confirms this in even stronger terms when it states that Christians “must remind 

ourselves how the preeminance of Israel is accompanied by a continuous spiritual fecundity, 

in the rabbinical period, in the Middle Ages and in modern times…”251 

 

 
247 See for example: Bruce. D Marshall, ‘Elder Brothers: John Paul II’s Teaching on the Jewish People as a 
Question to the Church’, in John Paul II and the Jewish People - A Jewish-Christian Dialogue, ed. David G. Dalin 
and Matthew Levering (Lanham, Maryland: A Sheed & Ward Book, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2008). 
Also: Dalin, ‘John Paul II and the Jews’. Also: Gordis, ‘John Paul II and the Jews’. 
248 John Paul II, ‘Begegnung von Papst Johannes Paul II Mit Vertretern Der Jüdischen Gemeinde’, The Holy See, 
17 November 1980, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/de/speeches/1980/november/documents/hf_jp_ii_spe_19801117_ebrei-magonza.html. 
249 John Paul II, Address to the Jewish Community – West Germany, 17 November 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 58.This is an accurate translation; ‘lebendiges’ from ‘lebehdig’ means living and 
‘erbe’ means inheritance, heritage or legacy.  
250 ‘Nostra Aetate’, sec. 4. 
251 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Notes’, sec. VI.1. 
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The truly significant part of this address came with the statement that the “first dimension of 

this dialogue, that is, the meeting between the people of God of the Old Covenant, never 

revoked by God, and that of the New Covenant...”252 The identification of contemporary 

Jewish people (who were literally in front him in the audience) as ‘the people of God of the 

old Covenant’, ‘...dem Gottesvolk des von... Alten Bundes’ is significant. The Jews of the 

Covenant are not simply those of the Bible, but contemporary Jews. Their place in the 

Covenant remains extant, confirmed by the ‘never revoked’, ‘nie gekündigten’. This goes 

further than Vatican II which stated that God is ‘without repentance’, ‘sine poenitentia’ 

regarding the Covenant and gifts to the Jewish people. Vatican II’s Latin phrase is ambiguous 

regarding contemporary Jews and allows for a Supersessionist interpretation. John Paul II’s 

phrase in German has a different meaning. ‘Nie’ means ‘never’; ‘gekündigten’ is from the verb 

‘kündigen’ meaning to ‘hand in one’s notice’ or to ‘cancel a contract’. This implies that the 

contract (in this case the Covenant) established between God and the Jews remains un-

revoked, i.e. extant and in force for both parties. ‘Alten’ is most often translated as ‘old’ in 

English but can also be used to refer to an event in the past; for example, ‘das alte Rom’ 

(‘Ancient Rome); the use of this word should not be assumed to be Supersessionist. John Paul 

II further described the Jewish audience before him and their “brothers in nationality and 

faith” as being part of the “promise and call of Abraham”253. This reiterates the fact that 

contemporary Jewish people are included in the Abrahamic/Mosaic Covenant. A potential 

Supersessionist counterargument to this is that while God may not have revoked the 

 
252 The Original German is: “Die erste Dimension dieses Dialogs, nämlich die Begegnung zwischen dem 
Gottesvolk des von Gott nie gekündigten Alten Bundes und dem des Neuen Bundes, ist zugleich ein Dialog 
innerhalb unserer Kirche, gleichsam zwischen dem ersten und zweiten Teil ihrer Bibel.” John Paul II, ‘Begegnung 
von Papst Johannes Paul II Mit Vertretern Der Jüdischen Gemeinde’. 
253 John Paul II, Address to the Jewish Community – West Germany, 17 November 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 61. 
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covenant, the Jews have not been faithful to their part of the Covenant. I would argue that 

this is completely against the context and tone of the address John Paul II was giving, 

especially when he refers to the Jews as the ‘people of God’. Furthermore, the meaning of 

the German implies a continuation of a contract and if the Jewish people had been unfaithful 

to their part of said contract, then the contract would be void.  

 

John Paul II also stated that a “second dimension of our dialogue – the true and central one – 

is the meeting between the present-day Christian Churches and the present-day people of 

the Covenant concluded with Moses.”254 This affirms that the present-day Jewish people are 

indeed a Covenant people in continuity with the Mosaic Covenant. The phrase geschlossenen 

is the past participle of the verb schließen, translated by Fisher and Klenicki as ‘concluded’.255 

This should not imply a Supersessionist interpretation that there has been a termination of 

the contract itself but means something akin to ‘the negotiations of the terms of the covenant 

were concluded with Moses’. This is important as it means that John Paul II was addressing 

contemporary Jews as being included in the Covenant in continuity with their Biblical (Mosaic) 

Jewish ancestors.  

 

We must now turn to Benedict’s argument that the “thesis that ‘the covenant that God made 

with his people Israel perdures and is never invalidated’ is not included in Nostra aetate. It 

was pronounced for the first time by John Paul II on November 17, 1980 in Mainz.”256 

Benedict’s selective quotation from ‘Gifts’ is accurate as can be seen in the ‘never revoked’, 

 
254 John Paul II, Address to the Jewish Community – West Germany, 17 November 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, 60. 
255 Fisher and Klenicki, 60. 
256 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 180–81. 
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‘nie gekündigten’ of the Mainz address. But Benedict’s reading does not give a full account of 

the significance of the Mainz address. The address at Mainz affirmed: (1) the continuing 

vitality of the Jewish religion, (2) that the Covenant has not been revoked, and (3) 

contemporary Jewish people are the people of the Covenant. Although on this final point 

there are potential Supersessionist counterarguments.  

 

In and of itself, the Mainz address cannot be considered a particularly solemn form of 

Magisterially authoritative teaching. The Pope was certainly acting in his capacity as Pope as 

he was speaking as a part of his Pastoral visit to West Germany. As such, all of his official 

utterances during this visit are a part of a specifically ‘pastoral’ or ‘teaching’ exercise of his 

Papal office. The context of the address, however, was in a speech to the West German Jewish 

community, not Catholics. Although, it could be argued that there were most certainly 

Catholics present and as the trip was Pastoral in nature and the Pope was exercising his 

pastoral and teaching faculties, the address was as applicable to Catholics as it was to Jews. 

The Pope was teaching in his official capacity as he was discussing matters of faith and morals, 

but he was not proposing anything new or developing previous teaching and he was not 

definitively stating this was universal teaching. The Mainz address can therefore only be 

considered an ‘Ordinary’ exercise of the Magisterium. Despite this, a Catholic cannot refuse 

assent to a teaching of the ‘Ordinary’ Magisterium. There is, however, scope for theologians 

to dispute this level of teaching (see: 1.3).  
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(4.3) Fruition of the doctrinal trajectory 

We must now turn to Benedict’s argument that the content of the Mainz address “has since 

been included in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (no. 121) and thus belongs in a certain 

sense to the current teaching of the Catholic Church.”257  

 

On the 5th June 1986, John Paul II told the assembled crowd in St. Peter’s Square that the 

Jewish people are “those who profess faith in the old Testament, the heirs of the patriarchs 

and the Prophets of Israel.”258 On the one hand this could appear to be rejecting 

contemporary Jewish people as being included in the Covenant as it does not mention the 

word Covenant, instead using ‘old Testament’. Some might argue that this demonstrates a 

form of Supersessionism. However, the fact that contemporary Jewish people are ‘heirs’ of 

the patriarchs and Prophets implies a living inheritance which supports rather than denies his 

teaching at Mainz.  

 

In his 1986 Pastoral visit to Australia, John Paul II told the assembled leaders of the Jewish 

community that:  

For the Jewish people themselves, Catholics should have not only respect but also 

great fraternal love; for it is the teaching of both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures 

that the Jews are the beloved of God who has called them with an irrevocable 

calling.259 

 
257 Benedict XVI, 181. 
258 John Paul II, General Audience, 5 June 1986. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 124. 
259 John Paul II, ‘Address of John Paul II to the Representatives of the Jewish Community’, The Holy See, 26 
November 1986, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1986/november/documents/hf_jp-
ii_spe_19861126_com-ebraica-sidney-australia.html. 
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This statement contains two confirmations of his earlier teaching. Firstly, that Christians and 

Jews are brethren; and secondly, that contemporary Jews are included in the Covenant as the 

calling is irrevocable. On the one hand it could be argued that this second point is simply 

repeating the language of Vatican II, but the context of the address (to a Jewish audience) 

and the fact that the passage itself is about contemporary Catholic-Jewish relations means 

that he was applying the Council’s teaching to contemporary Jewish people, confirming his 

development. In this passage John Paul II is also speaking to Catholics, ‘Catholics should 

have…’. As this statement was in the wider context of a Pastoral Visit to Australia there would 

have been a sizable Catholic component to his audience; this statement can therefore be 

considered the Pope teaching Catholics. Supporting this, the fact that he has recourse to both 

‘Hebrew and Christian scriptures’ in support of his argument shows that he was also using his 

magisterial authority to interpret the scriptures. At the Homily at the Mass at the close of the 

year in 1986, John Paul II said: “I thank Divine Providence that I was able to visit our “elder 

brothers” in the faith of Abraham in their Roman Synagogue!”260 As this was a Homily at Mass, 

this is an exercise of the Ordinary Magisterium as the Pope was speaking during a religious 

event to Catholics. With this comment he was clearly confirming the ‘brethren’ teaching as 

Ordinary Magisterium.  

 

On 6th December 1990, the Pope told the International Jewish Committee on Interreligious 

Consultations that when the Churches judges the Jewish use of the Torah to be “the living 

teaching of the living God.”261 This shows that John Paul II was teaching that the exercise of 

 
260 John Paul II, Homily at Mass Marking the Close of the Year, 31 December 1986. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 140. 
261 John Paul II, Address to the International Liaison Committee between the Catholic Church and the IJCIC, 6 
December 1990. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, 204. 
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modern Jewish religion by contemporary Jewish people is something ‘living’, this confirms his 

teaching in the Mainz Address. The context of this address could be arguably considered to 

be Ordinary Magisterium because John Paul II was addressing a Liaison committee, not a 

religious body. The address was, however, given to an assembly of Cardinals and Prelates of 

the Church; indeed, the opening greeting is to ‘Your Eminences’. Therefore, it could be argued 

that this was Ordinary and Universal Magisterium, because the Pope is addressing his 

Cardinals and giving them ‘universal’ direction on how to conduct Catholic-Jewish dialogue. 

But this is not clear. 

 

During the ‘Day of Repentance’ on the First Sunday of Lent (12th of March) 2000 John Paul II 

prayed a Prayer asking God’s forgiveness for sins against the people of Israel and in which he 

asks God for “genuine brotherhood with the people of the Covenant.”262 This prayer contains 

two important elements. Firstly, the affirmation that the Jewish people are the brethren of 

Christians and the desire of the Pope to improve these relations. Secondly, the identification 

of contemporary Jewish people as the ‘people of the Covenant’. This prayer is an exercise of 

the Ordinary Magisterium because it is a pastoral exercise of the Ordinary Magisterium at a 

specifically religious event with a Catholic audience. It is acknowledged that a prayer is not a 

form of Magisterium. However, the axiom lex orandi, lex creandi would imply that such a 

public form of prayer of the Pope serves a dual function and can indicate theological 

development – for example, we have already discussed the significance of Pius XII and John 

XXIII’s reforms to the Good Friday prayer. The wording of this prayer in Lent 2000 was 

repeated later in the Jubilee year when John Paul II placed a prayer at the Wailing Wall in 

 
262 John Paul II, Confession of Sins against the People of Israel, 12 March 2000. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, 
326. 
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Jerusalem.263 The same authority can be applied to this prayer in Jerusalem as that previously 

in Rome. If judged across the entirety of the John Paul II papacy, a picture emerges of 

consistent repetition – although arguably not with such clarity as at Mainz – of the teaching 

that Judaism is living, Christians and Jews are brethren and that contemporary Jewish people 

are included in the Covenant. There is a demonstrable telos throughout the Papacy of John 

Paul II of affirmation of these three teachings originally given at Mainz at higher levels of 

magisterial authority. The significance of John Paul II’s teaching at Mainz on contemporary 

Jews being in the Covenant has also been frequently attested to by official Vatican 

documents. The 1985 document Notes describes John Paul II’s teaching at Mainz as a 

“remarkable theological formula…”264  

 

The 2001 document from the Pontifical Biblical Commission The Jewish People and their 

Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible (JPSSCB) made reference to John Paul II having “taken 

the initiative in in developing this Deceleration [Nostra Aetate].”265 This is significant because 

it confirms that John Paul II was the initiator of the development and also that a development 

had in fact taken place. This 2001 document attests to the 1980 Mainz address, the 1986 visit 

to the Roman Synagogue, the 1997 address on the roots of anti-Judaism and his 2000 visit to 

the State of Israel as landmark events in John Paul II’s Catholic-Jewish relations.266 Although 

outside the remit of this study, John Paul II’s Papal successors and the ‘Commission for 

 
263 John Paul II, Message of John Paul II to His Beatitude Michel Sabbah, 6 November 2000. Quoted in: Fisher 
and Klenicki, 337. 
264 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Notes’, sec. I.3. 
265 The Pontifical Biblical Commission, ‘The Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible’, 
The Holy See, 24 May 2001, sec. 86, 
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/pcb_documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20020212_pop
olo-ebraico_en.html. 
266 The Pontifical Biblical Commission, sec. 86. 
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Religious relations with the Jews’ have also attested to the significance of the Mainz 

address.267  

 

JPSSCB is often cited by scholars as making “an important contribution to our understanding 

of the Sacred Scriptures and Jewish-Christian relations. It also contributes to an improved 

understanding of Judaism among Christians.”268 JPSSCB was published by the Pontifical 

Biblical Commission (PBC) which is under the authority of the Congregation for the Doctrine 

of the Faith (CDF), as such it is significant in terms of confirming the doctrinal trajectory up to 

that point. It is also important because it was the first Vatican document published after the 

 
267 In the 2015 document The Gifts and Calling of God are Irrevocable [Gifts], the Commission for Religious 
Relations with the Jews [CRRJ] specifically discusses John Paul II’s teaching on modern Jewish people being in 
the unrevoked Covenant. This document states that the teaching that the Covenant with Israel “perdures and 
is never invalidated...[is] true” and highlights that this teaching was not included in Nostra Aetate but was a 
subsequent development by John Paul II. Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Gifts’, sec. 39. The 
CRRJ makes it clear in the preamble to Gifts that the document itself “is not a magisterial document or 
doctrinal teaching of the Catholic Church but is a reflection...on current theological questions which have 
developed since the Second Vatican Council.” Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, sec. Preface. 
On the one hand this means that the acknowledgement of John Paul II’s teaching on modern Jews being in the 
Covenant by the CRRJ in Gifts is not authoritative in and of itself. However, this teaching has been repeated by 
subsequent Popes. John Paul II’s two successors in the Papacy have both placed themselves in the legacy of 
John Paul II in the field of Catholic Jewish relations and have included the teaching that contemporary Jewish 
people are included in the Covenant. This has increased the authority of John Paul II’s teaching as it has both 
affirmed by repetition and increased its authority in the context of its use by the subsequent Popes Benedict 
XVI and Francis. Benedict XVI addressed the Jewish people as the “people of the Covenant” in his 2010 visit to 
the Roman Synagogue. Benedict XVI, ‘Address of His Holiness Benedict XVI’, The Holy See, 17 January 2010, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2010/january/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_spe_20100117_sinagoga.html. This address was a level 3 exercise of the Ordinary Magisterium by Benedict 
XVI. Pope Francis further stated in his 2013 Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium that the Catholic Church 
holds “the Jewish people in special regard because their covenant with God has never been revoked”. Francis, 
‘Evangelii Gaudium’, The Holy See, 24 November 2013, sec. 247, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-
ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html.This was a level 2 exercise of the Ordinary Magisterium. Arguably this 
does not specifically refer to contemporary Jews. The context of sections 247-249 of Evangelii Gaudium is 
upon contemporary Jews and is followed by a reflection on interreligious dialogue, so it can be safely assumed 
that this is a reiteration of John Paul II’s teaching on contemporary Jews being included in the Covenant. While 
the acknowledgement in Gifts that John Paul II taught something new was not authoritative, the repetition of 
John Paul II’s teaching by his Papal successors has confirmed the authority of this teaching at Level 3 (i.e. 
Ordinary Magisterium) and has confirmed this teaching as an accepted development of Vatican II.  
268 Edward Kessler, ‘The Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible: A Response to the 
Pontifical Biblical Commission Document’ (Insights and Issues in the ongoing Jewish-Christian Dialogue, 31 July 
2003), 10, https://www.jcrelations.net/article/the-jewish-people-and-their-sacred-scriptures-in-the-christian-
biblea-response-to-the-pontifical-biblical-commission-document.pdf. 
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Council about Jews and Judaism which was not published by the Commission for Religious 

Relations with the Jews (CRRJ). The CRRJ’s documents had to balance diplomatic and 

pragmatic concerns, whereas the PBC could focus entirely on theological matters. 

Furthermore, the CDF as a Vatican department is more theologically significant in the Church 

than the CRRJ and the fact that the then-prefect of the CDF Cardinal Ratzinger wrote a preface 

to JPSSCB shows the importance placed on the PBC’s document. Having said this, this 

document is not magisterially authoritative as it constitutes a ‘Hierarchical Reflection’ (level 

4 of 5) and does not have any authority of its own. It is, however, important in that it confirms 

several elements of the emergent Catholic theology of Judaism we have been discussing.  

 

In our definition of Magisterial authority, we see that a teaching of the Ordinary Magisterium 

can be elevated to Ordinary and Universal Magisterium through “frequent repetition of the 

same doctrine…”269. What I have shown in this section is that there was frequent repetition 

of the content of the Mainz address throughout the Papacy of John Paul II. Therefore, the 

teaching that contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in continuity with 

their Biblical ancestors (as outlines in section 4.2) can be considered Ordinary and Universal 

Magisterium. Catholics are required to assent to these teachings with a ‘full assent of faith’. 

Persistent dissent from the Ordinary and Universal Magisterium also carries a penalty of 

excommunication (see section Terminology.2 for further explanation).  

 

Benedict mentions none of the above in his study of the development of Catholic theology of 

Judaism. Instead, he echoes the 2015 document ‘Gifts’ in stating that the teaching that the 

 
269 ‘Lumen Gentium’, sec. 25. 



 85 
 

‘covenant that God made with his people Israel perdures and is never invalidated’ is affirmed 

by its inclusion in the ‘Catechism of the Catholic Church’. This is demonstratively correct as 

the text of the Catechism states that the “Old Testament is an indispensable part of Sacred 

Scripture. Its books are divinely inspired and retain a permanent value, for the Old Covenant 

has never been revoked.” 270 The Catechism is, in itself, not a Magisterially authoritative 

document. It is undoubtably significant, but it is intended to collect and teach the 

Magisterium, not be an organ of Magisterium itself. Benedict may have done well to 

emphasise the significance of the repetition of this teaching in the Magisterium of John Paul 

II.  

 

Summary of Chapter Four 

(4.1) John Paul II had a personal relationship with Judaism unique among his Papal 

predecessors which predisposed him to sensitivity to Jewish concerns. Furthermore, he had 

a more characteristically confident approach to addressing his Magisterium definitively to 

contemporary Jews, rather than Biblical/Ancient Jews. (4.2) In his address to representatives 

of the German Jewish community on 17th November 1980 in the city of Mainz, John Paul II 

specifically taught that ‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in 

continuity with their Biblical ancestors’. This was an exercise of the Ordinary Magisterium. 

(4.3) Throughout his Papacy, John Paul II continued to repeat the substantial teaching of the 

Mainz address, this elevated it to the Level of Ordinary and Universal Magisterium.  

  

 
270 Catechism of the Catholic Church - Popular and Definitive Edition, sec. 121. Original Latin: “Vetus 
Testamentum inamissibilis est pars sacrae Scripturae. Eius libri divinitus sunt inspirati et valorem servant 
permanentem, quia Foedus Vetus nunquam est retractatum.” Catechismus Catholicae Ecclesiae (Citta del 
Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1993), sec. 121, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/catechism_lt/index_lt.htm. 
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Chapter Five – The Case for ‘Catholic Zionism’ 

In his 2018 article Grace and Vocation without Remorse, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI argues 

against any Catholic affirmation Zionism. He states that the: 

question of what to make of the Zionist project was… controversial for the Catholic 

Church. From the beginning… the dominant position was that a theologically-

understood acquisition of land (in the sense of a new political messianism) was 

unacceptable.271 

In this final chapter, I argue that Benedict’s argument is flawed because the Church’s historic 

opposition to Zionism was based upon both political concerns and theological objections 

based upon the tradition of Supersessionism which has, since 1948, been consistently 

undermined by the authoritative magisterium of the Church. As a result of this undermining, 

the tradition of Supersessionism can now be regarded as implicitly rejected along with the 

opposition to Zionism based upon it. Furthermore, the authoritative magisterium of the 

Church has explicitly affirmed that ‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked 

covenant in continuity with their Biblical ancestors’, has affirmed the bond of the Jewish 

people to the Land of Israel (Eretz) and has (very!) tentatively affirmed the principle of Jewish 

statehood (Medinat) in Eretz. These affirmations form a doctrinal trajectory I call ‘Catholic 

Zionism’.  

 

(5.1) Challenging historical Catholic objections to Zionism 

The first meeting between Zionism and the Catholic hierarchy took place on the 19th May 

1896. Theodore Herzl (the ‘father’ of modern Zionism) met with the Papal Nuncio to Austria, 

 
271 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 178. This 
qualification of ‘new political messianism’ must be kept carefully in mind.  
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Archbishop Antonio Agliardi, to discuss his plan to establish a Jewish State as a potential 

solution to the ‘Jewish Question’.272 The Nuncio raised no theological objections to the idea 

of the Judenstaat in Palestine. Herzl records that the Nuncio appeared to be more concerned 

with the practical implications and was “doubtful” that the Great Powers (Austria, France, 

Great Britain, Prussia and Russia) would consent.273 Herzl left the meeting convinced that the 

Papacy would not support the Jewish State; not because of any opposition on theological 

grounds, rather, because it would not elevate the situation of the Jews in Europe.274  

 

The first Papal interaction with Zionism was in 1904, when Herzl travelled to Rome to lobby 

Pope Pius X. Herzl wanted the Pope to “state in an Encyclical that he has no objection to 

Zionism, provided the Holy Places are extraterritorialized”.275 In short, he simply wanted “the 

good will of the Holy see for [the Zionist] cause”.276 Herzl first spoke to the Secretary of State, 

Rafael Cardinal Merry del Val who replied that he could not accept the Jews being given 

control of Palestine as they denied the divinity of Christ.277 Herzl pressed Merry del Val 

arguing that by supporting Zionism the Church “could achieve a great moral conquest…”.278 

But the Cardinal was obstinate. This interview does not demonstrate any of the three forms 

 
272 N.B. the term ‘Jewish Question’ has taken on anti-Semitic undertones in modern usage. In the 19th Century, 
however, the term was comparable to the ‘national questions’ which discussed the concept of national 
identity for different groups. 
273 Theodor Herzl, The Complete Diaries of Theodor Herzl, ed. Raphael Patai, trans. Harry Zohn, vol. III (New 
York: The Herzl Press - Thomas Yoseloff, 1960), 353. 
274 Herzl, III:354. 
275 Theodor Herzl, The Complete Diaries of Theodor Herzl, ed. Raphael Patai, trans. Harry Zohn, vol. IV (New 
York: The Herzl Press - Thomas Yoseloff, 1960), 1591. 
276 Herzl, IV:1593. 
277 Herzl recoded that del Val “did not quite see how we [the Catholics] can take any initiative on this matter. 
As long as the Jews deny the divinity of Christ, we [the Catholics] certainly cannot make a declaration in their 
favour… How can we [Catholics], without abandoning our own highest principles, agree to their [the Jews] 
being given possession of the Holy Land again?” Herzl, IV:1593–94. 
278 Herzl, IV:1594. 
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of Supersessionism per se. There is, however, a clear punitive dimension to Merry del Val’s 

rebuking of Herzl in that because the Jews deny Christ, they are being punished by the Church 

withholding its support.  

 

The audience with Pius X two days later was no more productive for Herzl than that with 

Merry del Val. The Pope refused, in unequivocal terms, to affirm Zionism: “We cannot give 

approval to his movement…The Jews have not recognised our Lord, therefore we cannot 

recognize the Jewish people.”279 This echoes the Supersessionsm of Merry del Val two days 

earlier, the Church could not support the Jews because they denied Christ. Pius X 

unambiguously confirmed his Supersessionism later in the meeting when he stated that the 

“Jewish religion was the foundation of our own: but it was superseded by the teachings of 

Christ and we cannot concede it any further validly.”280 Pius X was, therefore, demonstrating 

a clear and explicit Supersessionism in his rejection of Zionism. In Pius X’s refusal to accept 

Herzl’s request, there is an arguable rejection of the ‘political messianism’ which Benedict 

states is at the core of his theological rejection of Zionism.281 Pius X stated that the Church 

 
279 Herzl, IV:1602–3. 
280 Herzl, IV:1603. 
281 “Messianism covers the waiting for a savior named “messiah” in numerous contexts. In the majority of 
cases, a messiah is thought to appear unexpectedly and to solve a desperate problem. The term messianism 
was unknown in Antiquity; it is instead a term of modern scholarly discourse that is applied from an etic 
perspective. More precisely, it describes the messianic expectations concerning the emergence of a messiah, a 
figure of salvation arising in the end of times. Messianism cannot be understood either as a closed system of 
ideas or as an ideology.” David Hamidovic, ‘Messianism’, Oxford Bibliographies, 30 March 2017, 
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195393361/obo-9780195393361-
0233.xml.“Traditionally, Jewish messianism refers not only to the general redemption of Israel and the world 
in the concrete sphere of historical and political reality but also to the anticipation of a particular figure who 
serves as the conduit of divine agency on earth. The anointed figure, whether seen as king or priest or holy 
person, manifests divine kingship in his association with Mount Zion (Ps. 2:6), the residence of God (Is. 8:18). 
Thus, anticipation of a messianic figure who brings peace and political autonomy to Israel is also anticipation of 
God’s nearness to the nation, mediated through the human figure of the Messiah. In the Jewish meontological 
tradition, messianism expresses not only intimacy between the divine and a singular political or religious 
leader but the real possibility for any person to attain this perfection – if only for an ephemeral moment – 
through his or her teleological aim at human perfection.” Martin Kavka, Jewish Messianism and the History of 
Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 7. 
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could not countenance the Jews returning to Palestine because “the Jews will cling to their 

faith and continue to await the Messiah who, for us [Christians], has already come. In that 

case they will be denying the divinity of Jesus and we cannot help them.”282 As Roman Catholic 

Popes, it is perfectly understandable that Pius X and Benedict would be concerned with 

Zionism implicitly denying the divinity of Jesus.283 There is, however, nothing in the basic 

definition of Zionism I developed in the terminology which requires the Jews to await the 

Messiah as a part of their return to the Land.284 Nor was this any part of what Herzl was asking 

for. This objection, therefore, does not stand up to historical and contextual scrutiny.  

 

Benedict XV was Pope during the First World War and its immediate aftermath. As such, he 

faced a very different situation in Europe and the Middle East compared to his 

predecessors.285 The Balfour Declaration of 1917 brought to world attention the aspirations 

of the Zionist movement and aligned Britain with this movement.286 Papal opposition to 

Mandatory Palestine and the Balfour Declaration would appear to have been motivated by a 

concern over the disruption to the status quo which had existed under the Ottomans. 

Benedict XV opposed Jewish immigration to Palestine on the grounds that this would lead to 

 
282 Herzl, The Complete Diaries of Theodor Herzl, 1960, IV:1603. 
283 It is worth noting that in the Jewish tradition the Messiah is not necessarily a divine figure. See: Nissan 
Dovid Dubov, ‘What Is the Jewish Belief About Moshiach (Messiah)?’, Chabad, accessed 26 January 2020, 
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/108400/jewish/The-End-of-Days.htm. 
284 It should be noted that there are some Jews who do make an explicit link between the Messiah and the 
return of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel. See: Jewish Virtual Library, ‘Zionism: Radical Messianic 
Zionism’, Jewish Virtual Library, accessed 26 January 2020, https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/radical-
messianic-zionism. 
285 Europe had been ravaged by war; the Austrian, German, Ottoman and Russian Empires had collapsed, and 
the political landscape of Europe was being redrawn with increasingly aggressive Communist and Nationalist 
movements developing in Europe. Palestine, which had been under Ottoman rule since the early 16th Century, 
was captured by the British Empire in 1917. The League of Nations would ratify this occupation in 1920 as the 
British Mandate of Palestine, which would remain in force until 1948. 
286 Balfour, ‘Balfour Declaration’. 
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a non-Christian and non-Catholic people gaining control of the Holy Land.287 Benedict XV’s 

opposition was on the surface politically motivated, but it is also clear that this opposition 

was in the same vein as that of Merry del Val and Pius X, the Church did not want non-

Christians and non-Catholics ruling the Holy Land. Pollard describes Benedict XV’s position as 

“anti-Zionist rather than anti-Semitic.”288 While this is one account of Benedict as being 

opposed to Zionism, there are other episodes in his Papacy which would point to a more 

benign attitude.  

 

In 1917, Zionist leader Nahum Sokolow met with the Pope. At this meeting, according to some 

sources, Benedict lauded the Jewish Aliyah to Israel as ‘Providential’.289 Lapide argues that 

the Benedict XV Papacy was more concerned with the British Administration of Palestine than 

the Zionist immigration.290 This is far from a blanked rejection of Zionism and demonstrates 

a Papacy attempting to acclimatise to a very different geo-political situation in the world and 

the middle-east.  

 

It was during Pius XII’s Papacy that the State of Israel was established. The Status of Jerusalem 

and the Holy Places would continue to of primary concern to the Papacy and would be the 

source of the principal objections of the Papacy to Israel and Zionism. Pius XII advocated the 

 
287 John F. Pollard, Benedict XV: The Unknown Pope and the Pursuit of Peace: The Pope of Peace (London: 
Continuum, 1999), 148–51. 
288 Pollard, 151. 
289 Nicholas Rostow, ‘How the Balfour Declaration Became Part of International Law - And How It Thereby 
Helped to Secure the Legal Foundations of the State of Israel.’, Mosaic, 12 June 2017, 
https://mosaicmagazine.com/response/2017/06/how-the-balfour-declaration-became-part-of-international-
law/. 
290 Pinchas Lapide, The Last Three Popes and The Jews (London: Souvenir Press, 1967), 271. 
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extraterritorialisation of Jerusalem after the establishment of the State of Israel.291 Pius XII is 

an incredibly controversial figure in Catholic-Jewish dialogue and his wartime actions in 

defence of the Jews are still an intensely debated subject in academic research.292 Lapide 

notes the theological difficulties Pius XII faced when it became a real possibility that there 

would be a Jewish State in Palestine:  

the theological implications of a ‘return of the errant Jew’ were quite staggering, since 

the Church fathers clearly stated that the loss of Jewish sovereignty, the destruction 

of the Temple, and the Diaspora were part and parcel of the Divine Punishment for 

the Jewish crime of deicide. Political Zionism, in the eyes of the Church could only be 

a transient aberration, a fluke of history, unable to lead to any restoration of Israel’s 

independence. Otherwise, the entire “Divine accursedness” and, with it, “deicide”, 

would have to be radically reinterpreted.293  

Lapide summarises Pius XII’s position almost in a dictionary definition of punitive 

Supersessionism with phrases like ‘deicide’ and ‘divine accursedness’. It is also significant that 

Lapide identifies that if the Church were to in anyway affirm Zionism, it would require a 

‘radical reinterpretation’ of the Church’s traditions and teaching, which is exactly what I have 

argued took place after 1948.  

 

The ‘political messianism’ – which Benedict claims to be at the heart of his rejection of Zionism 

and which Pius X did indeed reject – has not, however, been a part of the Zionist claims of 

 
291 Pius XII, ‘Redemptoris Nostri Cruciatus’, The Holy See, 15 April 1949, http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-
xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_15041949_redemptoris-nostri-cruciatus.html. 
292 Dalin has argued that there is an “intellectually irresponsible” trend in Pius XII scholarship, which seeks to 
show any Jewish support for Pius XII’s attitudes to Israel as an attempt to lobby the support of the Vatican for 
Israel. David Dalin, The Myth of Hitler’s Pope - How Pope Pius XII Rescued Jews from the Nazis (Washington DC: 
Regnery Publishing Inc., 2005), 104. 
293 Lapide, The Last Three Popes and The Jews, 277–78. 
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those I have disused. This leaves Benedict open to the accusation that he has created a 

strawman argument. The underlying motivation in the Papacy’s theological objection was 

Supersessionism (in economic and punitive forms), which we have seen in previous chapters 

has been implicitly rejected by the Church. The foundations of economic and punitive 

Supersessionism have been implicitly undermined in the Catholic Magisterium by a doctrinal 

trajectory beginning in 1948. Liturgical reforms, Vatican II adopting a Pauline view of the 

‘mystery of Israel’ and also reaffirming certain points of the Roman Catechism all contributed 

to the undermining of the foundations of certain forms of Supersessionism. John Paul II 

explicitly taught that ‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in 

continuity with their Biblical ancestors’. 

 

There are four main points from the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) which are relevant 

to the question of Supersessionism.  Firstly, “…omnes Christifideles, Abrahame filios 

secundem fidem, in eiusdem Patriarchae vocatione includi…” The Vatican translates as “…all 

who believe in Christ, Abraham’s sons according to faith, are included in the Patriarch’s call…” 

Secondly, the Council acknowledges the Jews as ‘populi electi ‘the chosen people’. Thirdly, 

the phrase ‘Quare nequit Ecclesia oblivisci se per populum illum, quocum Deus ex ineffabili 

misericordia sua Antiquum Foedus inire dignatus est…’ which the Vatican translates as “The 

Church, therefore, cannot forget that she received the revelation of the Old Testament 

through the people with whom God in His inexpressible mercy concluded the Ancient 

Covenant.” This can also be translated as: ‘God in His inexpressible mercy established the 

ancient covenant’.294 Finally, Nostra Aetate repeats Lumen Gentium’s teaching that God does 

 
294 Abbott, S.J. and Gallagher, The Documents of Vatican II, 664. 
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not repent (sine paentitentia) of the gifts and calls (dona et vocation) he issues and sates that 

“the Jews remain very dear to God, for the sake of their patriarchs…”295 Vatican II did not 

explicitly teach on the subject of Supersessionism. Nor did the text refer to contemporary 

Jews. There is a strong argument, however, that the Church did implicitly teach on this matter. 

When summarising the impact of Nostra Aetate and the Council, the 2015 Vatican document 

Gifts states that a “replacement or supersession theology which sets against one another two 

separate entities, a Church of the Gentiles and the rejected Synagogue whose place it takes, 

is deprived of its foundations.”296 The foundations of Supersessionism were undermined, but 

the lack of explicit expression of this and a lack of application of this to contemporary Jews 

means that the Council’s teachings cannot be considered a definitive rejection of 

Supersessionism, even if that is the direction the doctrinal trajectory is clearly pointing. 

 

John Paul II described the Jewish heritage in the Christian religion as a “ein lebendiges 

Erbe...”297, “a living heritage...”298 Furthermore, that between Jews and Christians there was 

a “meeting between the people of God of the Old Covenant, never revoked by God, and that 

of the New Covenant...”299 The identification of contemporary Jewish people (who were 

literally in front him in the audience) as ‘the people of God of the old Covenant’, ‘...dem 

Gottesvolk des von... Alten Bundes’ is significant. The Jews of the Covenant are not simply 

those of the Bible, but contemporary Jews. Their place in the Covenant remains extant, 

 
295Flannery, O.P., Vatican Council II - The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, 741.. 
296 Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, ‘Gifts’, sec. 17. 
297 John Paul II, ‘Begegnung von Papst Johannes Paul II Mit Vertretern Der Jüdischen Gemeinde’. 
298 John Paul II, Address to the Jewish Community – West Germany, 17 November 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 58.This is an accurate translation; ‘lebendiges’ from ‘lebehdig’ means living and 
‘erbe’ means inheritance, heritage or legacy.  
299 The Original German is: “Die erste Dimension dieses Dialogs, nämlich die Begegnung zwischen dem 
Gottesvolk des von Gott nie gekündigten Alten Bundes und dem des Neuen Bundes, ist zugleich ein Dialog 
innerhalb unserer Kirche, gleichsam zwischen dem ersten und zweiten Teil ihrer Bibel.” John Paul II, ‘Begegnung 
von Papst Johannes Paul II Mit Vertretern Der Jüdischen Gemeinde’. 
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confirmed by the ‘never revoked’, ‘nie gekündigten’. John Paul II also stated that a “second 

dimension of our dialogue – the true and central one – is the meeting between the present-

day Christian Churches and the present-day people of the Covenant concluded with 

Moses.”300 This affirms that the present-day Jewish people are indeed a Covenant people in 

continuity with the Mosaic Covenant. On the 5th June 1986, John Paul II told the assembled 

crowd in St. Peter’s Square that the Jewish people are “those who profess faith in the old 

Testament, the heirs of the patriarchs and the Prophets of Israel.”301 These teachings of John 

Paul II are a further implicit rejection of economic Supersessionism. John Paul II’s teaching 

through its frequent repetitions, was Ordinary and Universal Magisterium (authoritative 

Catholic religious teaching). This level of Magisterial authority has the status of infallibility, 

Catholics are therefore required to assent to these teachings with a ‘full assent of faith’. 

Persistent dissent from the ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium carries a penalty of 

excommunication. 

 

The historical opposition of the Papacy to Zionism was based upon Supersessionism, rejection 

of Jewish Messianism and upon geo-political concerns in the Middle East. Supersessionism 

has been undermined by the authoritative Magisterium of the Church to the extent that it 

can be considered implicitly rejected. Furthermore, John Paul II has taught that 

‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in continuity with their Biblical 

ancestors’. This further implicitly undermines Supersessionism and explicitly teaches the 

converse to Supersessionism. I can conclude two things from this, (1) Benedict’s rejection of 

Zionism based on the historic precedent of the Church is invalid, and (2) a Supersessionist 

 
300 John Paul II, Address to the Jewish Community – West Germany, 17 November 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 60. 
301 John Paul II, General Audience, 5 June 1986. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, 124. 
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objection to a Catholic affirmation of Zionism can be rejected. These points do not constitute 

a Catholic Zionism themselves, they simply remove a long-standing impediment to that 

position.  

 

(5.2) Eretz Yisrael  

John Paul II taught that ‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in 

continuity with their Biblical ancestors’ as an Ordinary and Universal teaching of the 

Magisterium. This teaching was based on a doctrinal trajectory which can be traced back to 

at least 1948 (see: Chapter One). In this section, I will argue that John Paul II taught that the 

Jewish people were promised the Land of Israel as a part of their acceptance of the Decalogue 

and as a part of the gifts and calling of the Mosaic Covenant.  

 

I am arguing against Benedict’s understanding of the Promise of the Land at several points in 

his article. Benedict stated that from “the beginning, however, the dominant position was 

that a theologically-understood acquisition of land (in the sense of a new political messianism) 

was unacceptable.”302 Notwithstanding our previous rejection of a ‘political messianism’ 

being part of Zionism we shall now turn to Benedict’s argument against a ‘theologically-

understood acquisition of land’ and argue that an affirmation of such an acquisition can be 

seen in the Church’s teaching. Furthermore, Benedict states that, in the Church’s teaching, “it 

was made clear that the Jewish people, like every people, had a natural right to their own 

land. As already indicated, it made sense to find the place for it in the historical dwelling place 

of the Jewish people.”303 I do not argue against this statement in itself, but I argue that the 

 
302 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 178. 
303 Benedict XVI, 178. 
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teaching of the Church sees the Jewish claim to the Land as a part of their inclusion in the 

Covenant, not just ‘like every other people’. This could be termed a ‘theological right’ to their 

own land, rather than just the ‘natural right’ which Benedict affirms. 

 

In the 1980 Mainz address to the Jewish Community of West Germany, Pope John Paul II told 

his audience that: 

In the light of this promise and call of Abraham’s, I look forward with you to the destiny 

and role of your people among the peoples. I willingly pray with you for the fullness 

of Shalom for all your brothers in nationality and faith, and also for the land to which 

the Jews look with particular veneration.304 

This linking of the call of Abraham, the Jewish nation and the peace of the land is also 

significant. This quotation echoes Psalm 57:9 “I will give thanks to you, O Lord, among the 

peoples; I will sing praises to you among the nations”, it is significant to note that John Paul II 

has used Biblical language when discussing the Jews as this is John Paul II using scripture to 

affirm nationhood. While this is not an affirmation of the bond of the Jewish people to the 

land per se it does link these three concepts and is an indication that John Paul II took the 

understanding of this in the Jewish mind seriously. By making a differentiation between 

‘nationality’ and ‘faith’, John Paul II was showing a sensitivity to the phenomenon of Atheist 

Jews (e.g. Sigmund Freud) who are Jewish by nationality (i.e. are a child of a Jewish 

mother/parents) but do not subscribe to Jewish religious beliefs in God or the Torah. This 

means that the Pope was including all Jewish people – not simply religious Jews – in the gifts 

and calling of the Covenant. The Address at Mainz can be understood as a prefigurement of 

 
304 John Paul II, Address to the Jewish Community – West Germany, 17 November 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and 
Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 61. 
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later teaching on the bond of the Jewish people to the Land but does not say anything 

definitive itself.  

 

Definitive teaching on the Land came in the Encyclical Veritatis Splendor, promulgated in 

1993. This was John Paul II’s 10th Encyclical and discusses Catholic moral theology and its 

“foundations which are being undermined by certain present-day tendencies.”305 The first 

chapter (sections 6 – 27), offers a reflection on the passage from the Gospel of Matthew 

where the rich young man asks Christ “what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” to 

which Christ replies “If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.”306 Section 12 of 

Veritatis Splendor begins with an overview of God’s role in salvation history and 

acknowledged God’s role “...in the history of Israel, particularly in the "ten words", the 

commandments of Sinai, whereby he brought into existence the people of the Covenant and 

called them to be his “own possession among all peoples”, “a holy nation”…"307 This excerpt 

is significant because it affirms, using a theological and covenantal basis in the ten 

commandments, the Jewish people as a ‘nation’ initiated by God and which is his own 

possession; this echoes the earlier Mainz address.  

 

The bond of the Jewish people to the Land is discussed when John Paul II stated that the 

“commandments are linked to a promise. In the Old Covenant the object of the promise was 

the possession of a land where the people would be able to live in freedom and in accordance 

with righteousness.”308 Veritatis Splendor itself does not say anything about whether the 

 
305 John Paul II, ‘Veritatis Splendor’, The Holy See, 6 August 1993, sec. 5, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html. 
306 Matthew 19:16 
307 John Paul II, ‘Veritatis Splendor’, sec. 12. 
308 John Paul II, sec. 12. 
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Covenantal gift of the Land remains applicable to contemporary Jews.  In the teaching of John 

Paul II, however, the Church has affirmed that the gifts and calling of the Covenant are 

irrevocable, and God does not repent of them. As this Encyclical clearly affirms the Land as a 

gift of the Covenant it is logical to infer that the Land remains an extant gift of the Covenant 

for contemporary Jewish people.  

 

It could be argued that while the Encyclical acknowledges that the promise of the Covenant 

was ‘a land’, there is no explanation of where this land is and that this quotation does not 

affirm the bond of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel itself, merely to any place where 

the Jewish people would be able to live in ‘freedom and righteousness’. A footnote to this 

sentence in Veritatis Splendor, however, bases the teaching upon Deuteronomy 6:20-25309. 

This part of Deuteronomy instructs the Jews how to live so as to inherit “the land that you are 

crossing the Jordan to possess…”, what we would term Israel/Palestine.310 

 

Veritatis Splendor was a Papal Encyclical and as such is a part of the Universal Ordinary 

Magisterium of the Church. John Paul II specifically stated that the Encyclical was meant to 

combat error, ambiguity and neglect” in the Catholic Church.311 This confirms the authority 

of the Encyclical as it was the Pope specifically addressing the Bishops about a matter of faith 

and morals and condemning error. It could be argued that inferring an affirmation of Zionism 

from an Encyclical on moral law is incongruous with the intention of John Paul II in writing 

 
309 John Paul II, ‘Veritatis Splendor’, sec. 12. 
310 Deuteronomy 6:1 
311 “In addressing this Encyclical to you, my Brother Bishops, it is my intention to state the principles necessary 
for discerning what is contrary to "sound doctrine", drawing attention to those elements of the Church's moral 
teaching which today appear particularly exposed to error, ambiguity or neglect.” John Paul II, ‘Veritatis 
Splendor’, sec. 30. 
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Veritatis Splendor. The encyclical was concerned solely “to set forth, with regard to the 

problems being discussed, the principles of a moral teaching based upon Sacred Scripture and 

the living Apostolic Tradition...”312 This would appear to preclude any teaching on Judaism 

and Israel. John Paul II, however, taught that relations with the Jews is an intrinsic question 

for the Church, rather than extrinsic. Also, as in Vatican II’s document Lumen Gentium, 

important teaching can be inferred from documents which do not discuss that subject 

directly. It is, therefore, methodologically acceptable to infer teaching on the Jewish bond to 

the land from Veritatis Splendor even though this is not the focus of the Encyclical.  

 

A significant quandary for Catholic Zionism which arises from the quotations from Veritatis 

Splendor and Deuteronomy is that the Jews are given the Land if they obey God’s 

commandments, not ex officio of being Jews. This moves into the theological area of whether 

Catholicism can affirm religious Judaism as being stereologically and covenantal fecund. It 

also moves into the area of whether Catholicism affirms Judaism in ethnic or religious terms. 

This also opens up questions of which form of Judaism, if any, the Catholic Church can affirm 

as ‘authentic’ Judaism, for example, the Hassidim, Modern Orthodox, Masorti, Reform or 

Reconstructionist. This is a developing area of Catholic theology and has been the subject of 

a recent book-length study by D’Costa.313 Due to its scope and emerging nature, this research 

cannot delve too deeply into this question. It is acknowledged, however, that this is a point 

which will have to be explored in much more depth in any further study of the question of 

Catholic Zionism. 

 
312 John Paul II, sec. 5. 
313 D’Costa, Catholic Doctrines and the Jewish People after Vatican II. Although there is not scope to do a full 
review of D’Costa’s argument, it is worth noting that in his second chapter he argues that the particular ‘sects’ 
within Judaism which must be given legitimacy by Catholics are messianic Jewish groups.  
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There are some parts of John Paul II’s magisterium which could be understood to disprove an 

affirmation of the Covenantal bond of the Jewish people to the Land. In the Italian town of 

Otranto, John Paul II gave a homily in 1980 which discussed the Land. As this is a homily it 

should be regarded as being an exercise of the teaching authority of the Papacy in the 

Ordinary Magisterium. The Pope stated that the: 

terms of the Middle East drama are well known: The Jewish people, after tragic 

experiences connected with the extermination of so many sons and daughters, driven 

by the desire for security, set up the State of Israel. At the same time the painful 

condition of the Palestinian people was created, a large part of whom are excluded 

from their land. These are facts that are before everyone’s eyes.314  

On the one hand, this quotation appears to simply be a statement of secular political 

considerations. John Paul II does not state that the foundation of the State of Israel 

covenantal or Biblical, rather it is rooted in the Jewish desire for security after the Shoah. It 

should of course be noted that this echoes the Declaration of the Establishment of the State 

of Israel.315 The question here is whether or not this identification of the Shoah as the main 

factor in the establishment of Israel, as opposed to ‘God’s Will’, negates a theological 

understanding of the bond of the Jewish people to the land. While the Holocaust may have 

 
314 John Paul II, Homily at Otranto, 5 October 1980. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 56. 
315 “The catastrophe which recently befell the Jewish people — the massacre of millions of Jews in Europe — 
was another clear demonstration of the urgency of solving the problem of its homelessness by re-establishing 
in Eretz-Israel the Jewish State, which would open the gates of the homeland wide to every Jew and confer 
upon the Jewish people the status of a fully privileged member of the community of nations. Survivors of the 
Nazi holocaust in Europe, as well as Jews from other parts of the world, continued to migrate to Eretz-Israel, 
undaunted by difficulties, restrictions and dangers, and never ceased to assert their right to a life of dignity, 
freedom and honest toil in their national homeland.” Jewish Virtual Library, ‘Establishment of Israel: The 
Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel’, Jewish Virtual Library, 1948, paras 6–8, 
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-declaration-of-the-establishment-of-the-state-of-israel. 
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compelled the Jews to establish the state, this does not affect a covenantal claim.316 Similarly, 

with the Jewish people and the Holocaust, the Biblical and Covenantal right to the land (it 

could be argued) is the inheritance of all Jews which to a large extent lay unclaimed by many 

Jewish people prior to the Second World War. After the Shoah, however, many Jews felt 

encouraged to leave Europe and settle in Israel. This was simply them asserting or claiming 

their right to do so. Therefore, while at first it might appear that John Paul II may have been 

arguing against a theological claim to the Land by identifying the foundation of the State of 

Israel not with God or the Covenant but with the Shoah, this does not necessarily negate a 

theological interpretation at all.  

 

Another counterargument is that John Paul II clearly states that the Palestinians have been 

displaced from ‘their land’. It could be argued here that John Paul II stated that the Land of 

Israel belongs to the Palestinians. It should be noted that the Israelis had fought a war in 

Lebanon in 1978 which had displaced about 250,000 people. This was a very present refugee 

crisis for the world at the time of the Otranto Homily. John Paul II made reference to the 

Palestinians and the Lebanon in his 1979 address to the United Nations, so it was clearly a 

cause he took interest in. He told the Assembly that it was his: 

fervent hope that a solution also to the Middle East crises may draw nearer…being 

necessarily based on equitable recognition of the rights of all, cannot fail to include 

the consideration and just settlement of the Palestinian question. Connected with this 

 
316 Using the same logic in a different example; someone who was born in the UK to an Irish parent has the 
right under Irish law to claim citizenship in the Republic. That person may have lived in the UK and identified 
completely with Britain, yet the right to Irish citizenship exists for them. After the 2016 Brexit vote, many UK 
citizens with an Irish parent applied for an Irish passport so that they would also retain their EU citizenship. 
The right to that Irish citizenship was not affected by the Brexit vote, yet that vote encouraged many people to 
claim that right. 
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question is that of the tranquillity, independence and territorial integrity of Lebanon 

within the formula that has made it an example of peaceful and mutually fruitful 

coexistence between distinct communities...317  

It is arguable that in this address he was referring to the Lebanon crisis rather than the wider 

Palestinian conflict with Israel. If John Paul II is talking about Lebanon, then there is no reason 

for this to negate in anyway the Jewish claim to the land as the Lebanon was not a part of 

Biblical Israel. It should be noted that John Paul II in no way states that the Jews should 

displace the Palestinian people who currently occupy the Land of Israel. Nor, in fact, does the 

Zionist declaration of the establishment of the State of Israel. As such, John Paul II’s 

affirmation of the Bond of the Jewish people to the Land can only be considered minimalist 

and de jure, it does not give any indication how this is to be achieved in maximalist and terms.  

 

John Paul II affirmed that contemporary Jews are a ‘nation’ in continuity with their Biblical 

ancestors. Furthermore, he affirmed that the Promise of the Land was given to the Jews as a 

part of the Covenant. This Land is identified as what we would term Israel/Palestine through 

the context of quotes from Deuteronomy. This teaching was at the level of Ordinary and 

Universal Magisterium. There was no explicit identification of this promise being extended to 

contemporary Jews contained in Veritatis Splendor; however, when read alongside John Paul 

II’s teaching about the identification of contemporary Jews with the Covenant, this would be 

a sound inference. This satisfies the principle of affirming Eretz in a basic definition of Zionism. 

There are potential pitfalls to this argument, however, in that the gift of the land to the Jews 

in the Covenant is fundamentally linked to those Jews obeying God’s commandments. 

 
317 John Paul II, ‘Address of His Holiness John Paul II to the 34th General Assembly of the United Nations’, The 
Holy See, 2 October 1979, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/speeches/1979/october/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19791002_general-assembly-onu.html. 
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Catholics theology of Judaism has yet to develop to a point where it can assess the validity of 

different forms of modern Judaism and Jewish life. Furthermore, the Middle East conflict 

means that the de facto and maximalist realisation of Eretz is hampered by the situation and 

suffering of the Palestinian people. John Paul II did not, therefore, attempt to apply Eretz in 

real terms to the modern State of Israel.  

 

(5.3) Medinat Yisrael 

This section assesses whether or not John Paul II theologically (based upon the gifts and calling 

of the Covenant) affirmed the second part of the definition of Zionism, the existence in the 

Land of a Jewish State/Polity. Benedict argues that: 

a Jewish faith-state that would view itself as the theological and political fulfilment of 

the promises—is unthinkable within history according to Christian faith and contrary 

to the Christian understanding of the promises… The nontheological character of the 

Jewish state means… that it cannot as such be considered the fulfilment of the 

promises of Scripture.318 

I am arguing that John Paul II did address the State of Israel as a Jewish faith state which was 

a fulfilment of the Biblical concept of the ingathering of the exiles.  

 

The Pope’s 1984 Apostolic Letter Redemptionis Anno contained something of a tentative 

move towards a theological affirmation of Statehood. In the Letter, the Pope stated that: 

For the Jewish people who live in the State of Israel and who preserve in that land 

such precious testimonies to their history and their faith, we must ask for the desired 

 
318 Benedict XVI, ‘Grace and Vocation without Remorse: Comments on the Treatise De Iudaeis’, 178–79. 
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security and the due tranquillity that is the prerogative of every nation and condition 

of life and of progress for every society. The Palestinian people, who find their 

historical roots in that land and who, for decades, have been dispersed, have the 

natural right in justice to find once more a homeland and to be able to live in peace 

and tranquillity…319 

On the one hand, John Paul II here describes the State of Israel as having the same rights as 

‘every nation…every society’. While on the one hand this could be understood to be an 

obstacle to Minimalist Catholic Zionism, as it does not identify the Jewish people or Israel with 

any special covenantal bond to the Land, it does not prohibit such an understanding. A 

Catholic Zionist could argue that while Israel does have a special covenantal bond to the Land 

and Statehood, it also has the rights of a civil nation according to international law. It is also 

significant to note that the Jews preserve ‘their faith’ in the Land, whereas the Palestinians 

simply have their ‘historical roots’ in the Land. John Paul II is asking for tranquillity and peace 

for the State of Israel – thereby affirming its legitimacy to exist, because if was illegitimate 

and was causing such conflict then it would be logical to ask for the Jews to leave – because 

of history and faith of the Jews. This is far from an affirmation of the State based on the 

Covenant, but the linking of history and faith together as a legitimisation of the State of Israel 

is a significant step.  

 

An example of a theological affirmation of Statehood at the level of Ordinary Magisterium 

came with John Paul II’s 1991 Pastoral Visit to Brazil. The Pope met with Jewish leaders in 

Brasilia and told them: 

 
319 John Paul II, Redemptionis Anno, 2 April 1984. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, The Saint for Shalom, 82–83. 
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May our Jewish brothers and sisters, who have been led ‘out from among the peoples 

and gathered from the foreign lands’ brought back ‘to their own country’ to the land 

of their ancestors, be able to live there in peace and security on the ‘mountains of 

Israel,’ guarded by the protection of God, their true shepherd.320 

John Paul II quotes from the Book of Ezekiel 34:13; in this passage, Ezekiel recounts God’s 

wish for the ingathering of the Jewish exiles to the Land of Israel.321 The first thing to note is 

the use of the Old Testament to discuss the State of Israel, which places the current State of 

Israel in the context of a successor of Biblical Israel. Secondly, by using this quotation from 

Ezekiel, John Paul II is implying that the Jews have been ’led’ and ’gathered’. On the one hand 

it could be argued that they have been led and gathered by Zionism and Zionists; but the 

specific use of Biblical quotation would imply that the agent of this leading and gathering is 

God. This quotation gives a further affirmation of the bond of the Jewish people to the Land 

of Israel and also affirms Statehood by insisting that the Jews who have retuned there to be 

able to ’live in peace and security’.  

 

There is no specific mention of the Covenant in this passage and so it could be argued that 

this is not minimalist Catholic Zionism, but simply and an affirmation of secular Zionism using 

religious language. The Book of Ezekiel, while not mentioning the Covenant in the section 

quoted by John Paul II, does place the context of its teaching upon the Covenant at several 

points in the text. Also, specific inclusion of God as an active agent of the guardian and 

protector of Israel shows that this is not really wrapping secular Zionism up in theological 

 
320 John Paul II, Meeting with Jewish Leaders in Brasilia, 15 October 1991. Quoted in: Fisher and Klenicki, 225. 
321 “I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their 
own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts 
of the land.” Ezekiel 34:13  
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language but is John Paul II teaching that God is the creator and protector of the extant State 

of Israel. The implication behind God guarding and protecting Israel is problematic and it 

could be argued is edging into Apocalyptic ’Christian Zionist’ territory which seeks to pitch 

Jews against Muslims as a precursor to Armageddon. If God is guarding and protecting Israel, 

then those who attack it are not just attacking the State, but God himself. This, like the 

quotation from Vienna, is Ordinary Magisterium.  

 

The problem with this part of Catholic Zionism is that it is not being explicitly stated by any 

organ of the Magisterium, it is being inferred. This begs the question whether it is 

magisterium at all, as it is not being definitively or explicitly stated. The Code of Canon law 

states that: 

a religious submission of the intellect and will must be given to a doctrine which the 

Supreme Pontiff or the college of bishops declares concerning faith or morals when 

they exercise the authentic magisterium, even if they do not intend to proclaim it by 

definitive act...322 

This means that while the Pope may not be intending to teach an affirmation of Statehood, 

intention is necessarily not a condition for authority. The question therefore becomes 

whether or not the affirmation is actually an exercise of the authentic magisterium. On the 

one hand, because the affirmation of Statehood is inferred, it could be argued that this is just 

one interpretation of what the Pope wanted and that ambiguities mean that this cannot be 

considered an authentic exercise of magisterial authority. If the case for an affirmation of 

statehood was built upon a single quotation, then this argument might stand. Because, 

 
322 Canon Law Society of America, ‘Code of Canon Law’, sec. 752. 
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however, there are repetitions of the affirmation of Statehood in other parts of John Paul II’s 

teaching (two examples have been given in this chapter), the foundation of this affirmation 

in the broader Catholic Magisterium become stronger. It is therefore appropriate to describe 

the theological affirmation of Statehood by Pope John Paul II as a part of the Ordinary 

Magisterium. It should be noted that even if this is not at the same level of authority as the 

affirmation of the bond of the Jews to the Land, it is still a part of the Magisterium and is 

therefore Catholic teaching even if it does not have the certainty of infallibility.  

 

Summary of Chapter Five 

The Church’s historic objections to Zionism were based on a theological tradition of 

Supersessionism and upon practical political concerns. Since 1948, the Church has radically 

reinterpreted its tradition which has significantly undermined the foundations of 

Supersessionism to the point it can be considered implicitly rejected. John Paul II taught that 

‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in continuity with their Biblical 

ancestors’ and affirmed the theological ‘nationhood’ of the Jewish people. He also affirmed 

that the Promise of the Land as a part of the Covenant. This has only affirmed Catholic Zionism 

minimalistically as there are significant unresolved questions about which Jewish people can 

lay claim to the Promise of the Land if this teaching were to be applied maximally. John Paul 

II also affirmed that the modern State of Israel is a fulfilment of the scriptural ‘ingathering of 

the exiles’ of the people of Israel. There is no exploration of further Medinat themes in John 

Paul II’s magisterium as he also had to balance the concerns of the Palestinian people. This, I 

argue, constitutes a tentative and minimalist affirmation of Zionism. Catholic Zionism can 

confidently be called ‘Ordinary Magisterium’ and has a strong case for being ‘Ordinary and 

Universal Magisterium’ This affirmation has, however, only been in minimalist terms, there 
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has been a clear and conspicuous lack of affirmation in maximalist terms as this would bring 

the Vatican into conflict with the Palestinian people and would go against its own diplomatic 

orthodoxy. Therefore, this affirmation of Zionism can only be called ‘Minimalist Catholic 

Zionism’.  
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Conclusion 

This research set out to assess the theological position implicitly or explicitly held by the 

authoritative Magisterium of the Catholic Church vis-à-vis Zionism between 1948 and 2005 

and I have based my analysis around refuting Benedict XVI’s de jure objection and also, to a 

lesser extent, Gregerman’s de facto objection. I have argued that Benedict’s Catholic theology 

of Judaism is unreliable due to its methodological flaws and historical inaccuracy. 

Gregerman’s objection has been shown to be demonstratively incorrect. I have instead 

argued in favour of a Catholic theology of Judaism which allows for a Minimalist Catholic 

Zionism.  

 

Benedict’s Catholic theology of Judaism is demonstratively flawed. Firstly, he does not adhere 

to his own principles of doctrinal continuity and appears to promote a hermeneutic of rupture 

(1.1) Secondly, the doctrinal trajectory of a Catholic theology of Judaism began in 1948, not 

1965 as stated by Benedict (1.2). Thirdly, the document Nostra Aetate was not in any way 

definitive as there are other Conciliar sources of teaching with a higher significance. 

Furthermore, the Council’s teaching cannot be considered definitive because of the deep 

divisions and controversy the texts addressing Judaism and the Jews caused (2.1). Fourthly, 

the Council texts did not definitively reject Supersessionism (2.2). Finally, Benedict’s reading 

of the significance of the Mainz address is narrow and incomplete. These are just the salient 

points which are strictly relevant to the Catholic theology of Judaism. Benedict’s 

understanding of the Catholic theology of Judaism – upon which he bases his objection to 

Catholic Zionism – is deeply flawed.  
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The Catholic theology of Judaism I have crafted, in contrast, has three stages. Firstly, since 

1948 there has been a clear undermining of the principles of Supersessionism. This can be 

seen in Liturgy reforms in 1948 (1.1), 1958 (1.1) and 1969 (3.2). The Council texts were not 

definitive in rejecting Supersessionism but did continue to undermine its foundations (2.2). 

Secondly, the Church reaffirmed a Scriptural ‘Pauline view of the mystery of Israel’ (2.3) and 

reiterated these principles as stated in the Roman Catechism (2.3). This view affirmed that (a) 

God is faithful to the Covenant he made with the Jewish people and that the gifts and calling 

of said Covenant remain extant, and (b) the Jewish people remain beloved by God due to their 

ancestors. This coupled with the undermining of the foundation Supersessionism effectively 

implicitly rejects Supersessionism, but there was no teaching at the Council or in the 1974 

Guidelines which identified contemporary Jews as being included in the Covenant and there 

was no tangible doctrinal trajectory in this regard. Finally, John Paul II specifically taught that 

‘contemporary Jews are included in the un-revoked covenant in continuity with their Biblical 

ancestors’. This last stage (John Paul II’s Mainz teaching) completes the doctrinal trajectory 

which began in 1948 with the undermining of manifestations of Supersessionism in the 

Roman liturgy. The Council’s teaching was Ordinary and Universal Magisterium, as was John 

Paul II’s Mainz teaching through its frequent repetitions. This level of Magisterial authority 

has the stamp of infallibility, Catholics are therefore required to assent to these teachings 

with a ‘full assent of faith’. Persistent dissent from the ‘Ordinary and Universal’ Magisterium 

carries a penalty of excommunication. 

 

I have further argued that John Paul II affirmed the theological ‘nationhood’ of the Jewish 

people. He also affirmed that the Promise of the Land is a part of the Covenant. This was 

affirmed at the level of Ordinary and Universal Magisterium. This has only affirmed Catholic 
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Zionism minimalistically as there are significant unresolved questions about which Jewish 

people can lay claim to the Promise of the Land if this teaching were to be applied maximally. 

I also argued that John Paul II affirmed that the modern State of Israel is a fulfilment of the 

scriptural ‘ingathering of the exiles’ of the people of Israel. This affirmation was at the level 

of Ordinary Magisterium. There is no exploration of further Medinat themes in John Paul II’s 

magisterium as he also had to balance the concerns of the Palestinian people. This constitutes 

an affirmation of Zionism. Most of these affirmations have been Ordinary and Universal 

Magisterium, with some being Ordinary Magisterium. This means that Catholic Zionism can 

confidently be called ‘Ordinary Magisterium’ and has a strong case for being ‘Ordinary and 

Universal Magisterium’ This affirmation has, however, only been in minimalist terms; i.e. 

affirming Zionism de jure. There has been a clear and conspicuous lack of affirmation in 

maximalist terms as this would bring the Vatican into conflict with the Palestinian people and 

would go against its own diplomatic orthodoxy. Therefore, this affirmation of Zionism can 

only be called ‘Minimalist Catholic Zionism’. 

 

As a final comment, I wish to bring to mind the title of this dissertation: The Emergence of 

Catholic Zionism. What I think I have conclusively shown is that there is a definite case for the 

potential of the Catholic Church to move in the direction of affirming a Minimalist form of 

Catholic Zionism, even if the Church has been hesitant to definitively affirm this. Since Vatican 

II, trends have developed in the Church which a courageous and confident Pope or Council, 

in a more politically clement environment, could take up and finally recognise Israel as the 

fulfilment of the promises of the Covenant for the Jewish people and acknowledge their 

covenantal bond to the land and a state therein.  
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Appendix – Magisterial Authority Sources 
Code of Canon Law 
134: “In addition to the Roman Pontiff, by the title of ordinary are understood in the law 
diocesan bishops and others who, even if only temporarily, are placed over some particular 
church or a community equivalent to it according to the norm of can. 368 as well as those 
who possess general ordinary executive power in them, namely, vicars general and episcopal 
vicars; likewise, for their own members, major superiors of clerical religious institutes of 
pontifical right and of clerical societies of apostolic life of pontifical right who at least possess 
ordinary executive power” 
 
294-297: “... the Apostolic See can erect personal prelatures, which consist of presbyters and 
deacons of the secular clergy, to promote a suitable distribution of presbyters or to 
accomplish particular pastoral or missionary works for various regions or for different social 
groups... and a prelate presides over it as the proper ordinary...” 
 
337§1: “The college of bishops exercises power over the universal Church in a solemn manner 
in an ecumenical council.” 
 
337§2: “It exercises the same power through the united action of the bishops dispersed in 
the world, which the Roman Pontiff has publicly declared or freely accepted as such so that it 
becomes a true collegial act.” 
 
342-346: “The synod of bishops is a group of bishops who have been chosen from different 
regions of the world and meet together at fixed times to foster closer unity between the 
Roman Pontiff and bishops, to assist the Roman Pontiff with their counsel in the preservation 
and growth of faith and morals and in the observance and strengthening of ecclesiastical 
discipline, and to consider questions pertaining to the activity of the Church in the world. It is 
for the synod of bishops to discuss the questions for consideration and express its wishes but 
not to resolve them or issue decrees about them unless in certain cases the Roman Pontiff 
has endowed it with deliberative power, in which case he ratifies the decisions of the synod. 
The synod of bishops is directly subject to the authority of the Roman Pontiff who: ... 
determines at an appropriate time before the celebration of a synod the contents of the 
questions to be treated... The synod of bishops can be assembled in a general session, that is, 
one which treats matters that directly pertain to the good of the universal Church; such a 
session is either ordinary or extraordinary. It can also be assembled in a special session, 
namely, one which considers affairs that directly pertain to a determinate region or regions.” 
 
375§1: “Bishops, who by divine institution succeed to the place of the Apostles through the 
Holy Spirit who has been given to them, are constituted pastors in the Church, so that they 
are teachers of doctrine, priests of sacred worship, and ministers of governance.” 
 
749§1: “By virtue of his office, the Supreme Pontiff possesses infallibility in teaching when as 
the supreme pastor and teacher of all the Christian faithful, who strengthens his brothers and 
sisters in the faith, he proclaims by definitive act that a doctrine of faith or morals is to be 
held.” 
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749§2: “The college of bishops also possesses infallibility in teaching when the bishops 
gathered together in an ecumenical council exercise the magisterium as teachers and judges 
of faith and morals who declare for the universal Church that a doctrine of faith or morals is 
to be held definitively; or when dispersed throughout the world but preserving the bond of 
communion among themselves and with the successor of Peter and teaching authentically 
together with the Roman Pontiff matters of faith or morals, they agree that a particular 
proposition is to be held definitively.” 
 
749§3: “No doctrine is understood as defined infallibly unless this is manifestly evident.” 
 
750§1: “A person must believe with divine and Catholic faith all those things contained in the 
word of God, written or handed on, that is, in the one deposit of faith entrusted to the Church, 
and at the same time proposed as divinely revealed either by the solemn magisterium of the 
Church or by its ordinary and universal magisterium which is manifested by the common 
adherence of the Christian faithful under the leadership of the sacred magisterium; therefore 
all are bound to avoid any doctrines whatsoever contrary to them.” 
 
750§2: “Each and every thing which is proposed definitively by the magisterium of the Church 
concerning the doctrine of faith and morals, that is, each and every thing which is required to 
safeguard reverently and to expound faithfully the same deposit of faith, is also to be firmly 
embraced and retained; therefore, one who rejects those propositions which are to be held 
definitively is opposed to the doctrine of the Catholic Church.” 
 
752: “Although not an assent of faith, a religious submission of the intellect and will must be 
given to a doctrine which the Supreme Pontiff or the college of bishops declares concerning 
faith or morals when they exercise the authentic magisterium, even if they do not intend to 
proclaim it by definitive act; therefore, the Christian faithful are to take care to avoid those 
things which do not agree with it.” 
 
753: “Although the bishops who are in communion with the head and members of the college, 
whether individually or joined together in conferences of bishops or in particular councils, do 
not possess infallibility in teaching, they are authentic teachers and instructors of the faith for 
the Christian faithful entrusted to their care; the Christian faithful are bound to adhere with 
religious submission of mind to the authentic magisterium of their bishops.” 
 
1354-1363: “...a law or precept which establishes a penalty can also give the power of 
remission to others. If the Apostolic See has reserved the remission of a penalty to itself or to 
others, the reservation must be interpreted strictly. Provided that the penalty has not been 
reserved to the Apostolic See, the following can remit an imposed or declared penalty 
established by law: 1/ the ordinary who initiated the trial to impose or declare a penalty or 
who personally or through another imposed or declared it by decree; 2/ the ordinary of the 
place where the offender is present, after the ordinary mentioned under n. 1 has been 
consulted unless this is impossible because of extraordinary circumstances. If the penalty has 
not been reserved to the Apostolic See, an ordinary can remit a latae sententiae penalty 
established by law but not yet declared for his subjects and those who are present in his 
territory or who committed the offense there; any bishop can also do this in the act of 
sacramental confession. The following can remit a ferendae sententiae or latae sententiae 
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penalty established by a precept not issued by the Apostolic See: 1/ the ordinary of the place 
where the offender is present; 2/ if the penalty has been imposed or declared, the ordinary 
who initiated the trial to impose or declare the penalty or who personally or through another 
imposed or declared it by decree... a confessor can remit in the internal sacramental forum 
an undeclared latae sententiae censure of excommunication or interdict if it is burdensome 
for the penitent to remain in the state of grave sin... he is to impose a suitable penance and, 
insofar as it is demanded, reparation of any scandal and damage...” 
 
1371: “The following are to be punished with a just penalty: ...a person who teaches a 
doctrine condemned by the Roman Pontiff or an ecumenical council or who obstinately 
rejects the doctrine mentioned in can. 750, §2 or in can. 752 and who does not retract after 
having been admonished by the Apostolic See or an ordinary... a person who otherwise does 
not obey a legitimate precept or prohibition of the Apostolic See, an ordinary, or a superior 
and who persists in disobedience after a warning.” 
 
Donum Veritatis 
§6: “Among the vocations awakened in this way by the Spirit in the Church is that of the 
theologian. His role is to pursue in a particular way an ever deeper understanding of the Word 
of God found in the inspired Scriptures and handed on by the living Tradition of the Church. 
He does this in communion with the Magisterium which has been charged with the 
responsibility of preserving the deposit of faith.” 
 
§24: “It can happen, however, that a theologian may, according to the case, raise questions 
regarding the timeliness, the form, or even the contents of magisterial interventions. Here 
the theologian will need, first of all, to assess accurately the authoritativeness of the 
interventions which becomes clear from the nature of the documents, the insistence with 
which a teaching is repeated, and the very way in which it is expressed… When it comes to 
the question of interventions in the prudential order, it could happen that some Magisterial 
documents might not be free from all deficiencies.” 
 
§27: “Even if the doctrine of the faith is not in question, the theologian will not present his 
own opinions or divergent hypotheses as though they were non-arguable conclusions. 
Respect for the truth as well as for the People of God requires this discretion (cf. Rom 14:1-
15; 1 Cor 8; 10: 23-33 ) . For the same reasons, the theologian will refrain from giving untimely 
public expression to them.” 
 
Episcopalis Communio 
Article 18: “§1. Once the approval of the members has been obtained, the Final Document of 
the Assembly is presented to the Roman Pontiff, who decides on its publication. If it is 
expressly approved by the Roman Pontiff, the Final Document participates in the ordinary 
Magisterium of the Successor of Peter. §2. If the Roman Pontiff has granted deliberative 
power to the Synod Assembly, according to the norm of canon 343 of the Code of Canon Law, 
the Final Document participates in the ordinary Magisterium of the Successor of Peter once 
it has been ratified and promulgated by him. In this case, the Final Document is published 
with the signature of the Roman Pontiff together with that of the members.” 
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Lumen Gentium 
§12: “The holy people of God shares also in Christ's prophetic office… The entire body of the 
faithful, anointed as they are by the Holy One, cannot err in matters of belief. They manifest 
this special property by means of the whole peoples' supernatural discernment in matters of 
faith when ‘from the Bishops down to the last of the lay faithful’ they show universal 
agreement in matters of faith and morals… It is exercised under the guidance of the sacred 
teaching authority, in faithful and respectful obedience to which the people of God accepts 
that which is not just the word of men but truly the word of God. Through it, the people of 
God adheres unwaveringly to the faith given once and for all to the saints, penetrates it more 
deeply with right thinking, and applies it more fully in its life.” 
 
§20: “Bishops, therefore, with their helpers, the priests and deacons, have taken up the 
service of the community, presiding in place of God over the flock, whose shepherds they are, 
as teachers for doctrine, priests for sacred worship, and ministers for governing.” 
 
§22 (paragraph 2): “But the college or body of bishops has no authority unless it is understood 
together with the Roman Pontiff, the successor of Peter as its head. The pope's power of 
primacy over all, both pastors and faithful, remains whole and intact. In virtue of his office, 
that is as Vicar of Christ and pastor of the whole Church, the Roman Pontiff has full, supreme 
and universal power over the Church… The order of bishops, which succeeds to the college of 
apostles and gives this apostolic body continued existence, is also the subject of supreme and 
full power over the universal Church, provided we understand this body together with its 
head the Roman Pontiff and never without this head… The supreme power in the universal 
Church, which this college enjoys, is exercised in a solemn way in an ecumenical council. A 
council is never ecumenical unless it is confirmed or at least accepted as such by the successor 
of Peter; and it is prerogative of the Roman Pontiff to convoke these councils, to preside over 
them and to confirm them. This same collegiate power can be exercised together with the 
pope by the bishops living in all parts of the world, provided that the head of the college calls 
them to collegiate action, or at least approves of or freely accepts the united action of the 
scattered bishops, so that it is thereby made a collegiate act.” 
 
§23: “This collegial union is apparent also in the mutual relations of the individual bishops 
with particular churches and with the universal Church. The Roman Pontiff, as the successor 
of Peter, is the perpetual and visible principle and foundation of unity of both the bishops and 
of the faithful. The individual bishops, however, are the visible principle and foundation of 
unity in their particular churches, fashioned after the model of the universal Church, in and 
from which churches comes into being the one and only Catholic Church. For this reason the 
individual bishops represent each his own church, but all of them together and with the Pope 
represent the entire Church in the bond of peace, love and unity. The individual bishops, who 
are placed in charge of particular churches, exercise their pastoral government over the 
portion of the People of God committed to their care, and not over other churches nor over 
the universal Church… For it is the duty of all bishops to promote and to safeguard the unity 
of faith and the discipline common to the whole Church, to instruct the faithful… And this also 
is important, that by governing well their own church as a portion of the universal Church, 
they themselves are effectively contributing to the welfare of the whole Mystical Body, which 
is also the body of the churches.” 
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§25: “Although the individual bishops do not enjoy the prerogative of infallibility, they 
nevertheless proclaim Christ's doctrine infallibly whenever, even though dispersed through 
the world, but still maintaining the bond of communion among themselves and with the 
successor of Peter, and authentically teaching matters of faith and morals, they are in 
agreement on one position as definitively to be held. This is even more clearly verified when, 
gathered together in an ecumenical council, they are teachers and judges of faith and morals 
for the universal Church, whose definitions must be adhered to with the submission of faith. 
And this infallibility with which the Divine Redeemer willed His Church to be endowed in 
defining doctrine of faith and morals, extends as far as the deposit of Revelation extends, 
which must be religiously guarded and faithfully expounded. And this is the infallibility which 
the Roman Pontiff, the head of the college of bishops, enjoys in virtue of his office, when, as 
the supreme shepherd and teacher of all the faithful, who confirms his brethren in their faith, 
by a definitive act he proclaims a doctrine of faith or morals. And therefore his definitions, of 
themselves, and not from the consent of the Church, are justly styled irreformable, since they 
are pronounced with the assistance of the Holy Spirit, promised to him in blessed Peter, and 
therefore they need no approval of others, nor do they allow an appeal to any other 
judgment. For then the Roman Pontiff is not pronouncing judgment as a private person, but 
as the supreme teacher of the universal Church, in whom the charism of infallibility of the 
Church itself is individually present, he is expounding or defending a doctrine of Catholic faith. 
The infallibility promised to the Church resides also in the body of Bishops, when that body 
exercises the supreme magisterium with the successor of Peter. To these definitions the 
assent of the Church can never be wanting, on account of the activity of that same Holy Spirit, 
by which the whole flock of Christ is preserved and progresses in unity of faith.” 
 




