
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 anti-Semite?”
he too recoiled in horror. Contemporary

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 Gibson’s 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

issue. Catholics
could address the
issues in the film
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

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-

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

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. �

y wife and I attended a showing of
The Passion on opening night. It was

not my first exposure to the story of the
Passion. I have read Passion Plays – medieval
and modern; I have attended Christian wor-
ship – Catholic and Protestant. I have
engaged in deep reflection with Christians
and Jews in Germany and Poland. In the
thirty years that I have engaged in the study
of medieval Christianity and in conversation
with contemporary Christians, I have never
had a more painful experience of isolation and
alienation from that tradition and community.

The Passion has surpassed all predictions that
it would create “crisis” in Jewish-Christian
relations. Surely, it has done that and more.
Yet when we continue to ask the question,
“Will the film set back the ‘progress’ in rela-
tions between Jews and Christians that have
been so carefully cultivated over the past forty
years?” The answer depends upon the ability of
both communities to engage in conversation
rather than disputation, and to develop strate-
gies for the restoration of normal discourse.

The window of opportunity is narrower
than we who engage in this dialogue might
think. Jews and Christians in antiquity
might have had two centuries to formulate
the Mishnah or the Creeds of the Councils.
In the era of mass communications and
media that can even enter the papal DVD
player, our own “deadline” is October 2005,
the 40th anniversary of the end of the II
Vatican Council and its document Nostra
Aetate. Both Christians and Jews will be
looking to their leaders, their teachers, for
guidance. We surely owe them more than a
statement of “look how far we have come.”
There is a sense of disappointment about the

concrete results of our
dialogue within even
the most committed
circles of the Jewish and
Christian communities.
If these results were less
than we expected, then

we surely owe our communities a Heshbon
Nefesh, an examination of conscience, and a
return to the correct path.

There is an emerging consensus that “the
controversy over The Passion of the Christ is
both a crisis and a teachable moment.” It is
surely the teachable moment, but how can
we move toward a deeper dialogue when the
film calls for precisely the opposite: a resist-
ance to dialogue and questioning? As tempting
as it is to abandon the dialogue and to
return to a posture of disputation [that has
been the “default mode” for nearly two mil-
lennia], the frightening state of our world
impels us toward aspirations of “Shalom.”
So the question is, “Le’an? Whither?” It
seems to me that a return to dialogue begins
with an examination of the challenge that
Pope John Paul II enjoined upon Christians
and Jews, “to become a blessing to one
another, and then a blessing to all humankind.”

What would it mean for our communities to
be a “blessing?” A blessing requires both an
inner piety and a formulation of public
speech that is followed by an action that
brings the blessing into the world where we
reside. For Jews and Christians we can find
the resources to be a blessing by returning to
the documents that have brought us to this
point. Neither community can sincerely
reach out to the other when it focuses so
exclusively on matters internal. They are
then left with only a defensive religious
approach to the intrinsic value of the religious
life of communities that surround them. It is
not a matter of either internal cohesion or
endlessly reaching toward a theological
approach to the other. Neither community
can be a blessing without an inner life.
However, the inner life must lead us back
toward others who inhabit this planet with us.

The words of Archbishop Rembert Weakland
may strengthen our resolve. He argues, 

It is important in any dialogue to
remember that no group is static and

no group is monolithic. Each group is
changing according to the demands of
the times. Catholicism today does not
look like it did before Vatican Council
II. Within both the Jewish communi-
ty and the Catholic community there
are differences of opinions and views.
One is never dialoging with an
immovable object that looks the same
from all angles. The pluralism within
each body must also be respected
because one is dialoging with a rich-
ness that should not be reduced to
easy accessibility.1

We Jews have surely learned during the past
year that Nostra Aetate and the sections
about “dialogue” in the II Vatican document
Gadium et Spes (On the Church in the
Modern World) [section II, ch. 27-28] are
not well-known by Christians. The role of
biblical studies in the development of the
theological life of the Church can be more
carefully tended – with the full support of
those charged with the task of catechesis and
preaching. In the Jewish community we
need to redouble our efforts to find language
to focus on the theological value of
Christianity. To learn more about the reli-
gious beliefs of those who journey through
these frightening times should bring us to
deeper appreciation of their variety and pro-
fundity. In the realm of piety we focus on
realms beyond words. But we also need to
come to a translation of those deep emotions
which assures each side that we stand firmly
on a foundation of dialogue that is grounded
on respect and friendship, and that we are
not slipping back into bursts of disputation
where there is only victory or defeat. If we
can work toward this kind of conversation,
we could share thoughts with one another
about the death of Jesus that constitute alter-
natives to what the film has offered us. �

1“Jewish Catholic Dialogue: Planning for the
Future,” Keynote Address, Kileen Chair, St.
Norbert College, DePere, Wisconsin, March 19,
1992, pp. 5-6 quoted in Michael Signer, “The
Role of the Local Bishop in Catholic-Jewish
Relations” in Unfailing Patience and Sound
Teaching: Reflections on Episcopal Ministry in honor
of Rembert Weakland, O.S.B., edited by David
Stosur, Collegeville, MI: Liturgical Press, 2003,
133-149.
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