éé D o you really think that I would attack
Jews?” was the insulted response of a

Catholic Boston College undergraduate to
my raising concerns about Mel Gibson’s then
forthcoming film, The Passion of the Christ.
When, on national television, Diane Sawyer
asked Mel Gibson, “Are you an ant-Semite?”
he too recoiled in horror. Contemporary

Ruth Langer, C 86, Ph.D., C '94

Associate Director, Center for
Christian-Jewish Learning

Boston College

issue. Catholics
could address the

issues in the film

Associate Professor of Jewish
Studies, Theology Department

without its being
perceived, so
quickly, as an
attack on

Christianity itself.

Dialogue with Jews has helped Christians to
understand where the problems lie, but the
work of actual change must come from
within. We hoped that this film would trig-
ger widespread inner-Christian discussions
about issues that had become second nature
to those involved in dialogue, like employing
historical-critical methods of Bible study and
being sensitive to the presence of inherited
anti-Jewish motifs in Christian tradition.
Such an inner-Christian dialogue could
spread the fruits of the Jewish-Christian
dialogue more broadly and deeply. In retro-
spect, trying to cast the discussion this way

ate documents on the portrayal of the
Passion or on the proper interpretation of
Scripture, but until these begin to shape the
popular religious imagination of the faithful,
they are just words. And word-oriented peo-
ple need to learn that our world often fails to
integrate the content of plain print, that the
visual and oral dimensions strongly influence
religious imagination too. We can criticize
Gibson’s interpretation of the Passion, but
can we generate an artistically and spiritually
compelling, theologically sound alternative?

The educational task is immense and com-
plex. My student was deeply affronted when
he thought that I was accusing him of being
anti-Semitic. He and his classmates had
never learned that all Jews of all time were,
until the Second Vatican Council, under-
stood to be guilty of deicide; they find the
accusation illogical and incredible. This far
we have indeed come. But they come into
class thinking that anti-Semitism begins and
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Catholics have indeed learned that anti-
Semitism is a grave sin, to be avoided at

all costs. The Vatican’s official teshuvah for
the role of Christians in the Holocaust is
their teshuvah too. A Catholic who spent
his youth terrorizing Jewish kids on Boston
streets generously expressed his teshuvah by
endowing the Center for Christian-Jewish
Learning at Boston College, a center that

I was instrumental in founding.

Our center was thus able to be a major player
in the responses to Gibsons film. Its director,
Philip Cunningham, was one of the Catholic
scholars who, with Michael Cook, reviewed
a script of the film in April 2003. Our web-
site (www.bc.edu/cjlearning) quickly became
a primary national and international address
for information, educational materials, and
study guides. We sponsored programs for the
university and the greater Boston communi-
ty before the film’s release, spent untold
hours with reporters, wrote, dialogued, and

spoke broadly.

We made a deliberate decision, though,
to treat Gibson’s film as an inner-Christian

was the right

decision — but one that
I probably would not
have made had I been
a Jewish New
Testament scholar and among those asked
to review the script. As indeed happened,
Jewish public criticisms generated more
anti-Semitic responses than the film itself.

Months later, what did we learn from this
experience? First, religion is not theology.
Academicians and religious leaders can and
must provide a basis for the work of repair,
but ultimately, their theology is powerless if
it does not translate into something that can
be integrated into the religious outlook of
every Jew and Christian, something that
effortlessly informs the shaping of sermons,
grade-school textbooks, and art, including
films. This is as true for Jews as it is for

Christians. The Catholic Church can gener-
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ends with gas chambers and swastikas.

A semester or two of reading Scripture or
asking theological questions through the lens
of Jewish-Christian relations and in the pres-
ence of the “other” challenges them deeply,
both to know their own tradition better and
also to begin to confront its problems. It is
not just Christians who need to confront
their traditions either. Jewish students, and
their Jewish professors, find themselves try-
ing to articulate new Jewish answers to old
questions, and to new questions too. The
work of dialogue is intellectually stimulating
and ultimately transforming. Would that
Mel Gibson had participated in it.
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