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hevelone: Do you think that Nostra 
Aetate is a peace treaty or a spiritu-
al breakthrough for Christians and 
Jews?	

bernauer: I lean towards a spiritu-
al breakthrough. I would never have 
guessed the ramifications that people 
have seen in that document. All these 
celebrations are taking place around the 
world. People see it as such a dramatic 
shift between Catholics and Jews and 
Christians and Jews that there’s hope 
for all religions to have a new relation-
ship with one another. That’s why I 
think spiritual breakthrough. 

alidadi: How may Christians and 
Jews deepen their friendship and ex-
pand a culture of dialogue in the years 
to come? How is that relationship af-
fected by today’s information age, with 
social media and all these new ways to 
interact and connect with one another?

bernauer: The level of learning is the 
most important thing for both groups. 
Jews know little about Catholicism. In 
some ways the history we left behind 
was the only history we had in common 
– the history of persecution or resent-
ments. Some have obviously advanced 
on this. Different Catholic schools have 
brought in Jewish professors, and Jew-
ish schools have also brought in Catho-
lic professors or Christian professors to 

give lectures. So there’s a fundamental 
learning that has to take place. 

We’re still in early stages of that. You 
have the School of Theology and Minis-
try [at Boston College], but few students 
are interested in Judaism because they 

think that because they’ve done Bible 
studies, that’s Judaism. Jews, of course, 
find that quite offensive, because 
they’ve had over 2000 years of post-Bib-
lical history. Fundamental learning is 
essential, but that’s true of both groups. 
I’m amazed, at times, how little is 
known by each group of the other. 

Symbolic gestures speak across the 
divisions – that’s why Pope John Paul 
II was brilliant in what he did. You 

don’t need lots of learning to appreciate 
if Pope John Paul II is coming into a 
synagogue in that heart of Catholicism 
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going to have a mastery of Judaism or a 
mastery of Catholicism. These are im-
mensely variegated cultures and faiths.

hevelone: Has that honor been re-
ciprocated? Have rabbis been invited to 
services at the Vatican as well? 

bernauer : Not services, and the Pope 
wasn’t in the service at the synagogue. 
He visited, and they did a prayer togeth-
er. They had prayer, but not worship. 

I was sitting next to this Jewish man 
in the Vatican. I was chatting with 
him, and I said, “Have you met a pope 
before?” He said, “Oh, I meet them all 
the time.” I couldn’t believe it. This guy 
is about 35 years of age, and he met 
John Paul II and then he met Benedict 
several times. He’s met Francis several 
times. So the joke is, if you have a Jew-
ish friend, you might be able to get into 
the Vatican pretty easily. The Vatican 
has reached out, obviously. 

alidadi : How did the religious and 
secular communities initially respond 
to the Pope’s declaration? And after-
ward, to what degree has Nostra Aetate 
contributed to the unity of people of 
various religious backgrounds today? 

bernauer: It was favorable because, in 
part, the Jews were working all through 
the council with Cardinal Bea on this 
declaration, so it didn’t come as a big 
surprise. Some Jewish groups wanted it 
to be stronger. For example, there’s no 
mention of the Holocaust. How could 
you not mention the Holocaust? Bea 
mentioned the Holocaust in his speech 
to the bishops, but the document did 
not.  

For a while, the fierce resistance to Nos-
tra Aetate was from the communities in 
the Middle East. They thought this was 
a shift of the Vatican policy, which had 
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center promote discussion with our 
community?

bernauer : We have lectures. We have 
a seminar, a graduate seminar to dis-
cuss the Israeli-Palestinian issue, which 
was at the suggestion of the current 
provost when he was dean. November 
1-2 of this year, we have a whole series 
of panels and lectures regarding Nostra 
Aetate.

Now, often it comes up, why don’t 
you do something with the Muslim 
world too? The issue there is that an 
endowment was given for a center 
for Jewish-Christian education. If you 
honor the will of the donor, it’s for 
another group on campus to foster that 
dialogue. There are probably enough 
issues in the Jewish-Christian dialogue 
without getting into the Jewish-Chris-
tian-Muslim dialogue. But we are 
always open to new ideas.

I admire what Professor Eve Spangler 
does, bringing a group of students over 
there [to Israel/Palestine] every year. 
I’ve toyed with that. I’d have to take 
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