




relevant, the ecclesial "we" must become a locus of 
truth, freedom and hope. 

These modern sensibilities affect the way in which 
we think about the institutions of Christianity, whose 
vocation clearly sets them apart from bureaucratic struc­
tures and from the mechanisms of standardization which 
are the province of large public administrations. The na­
ture of Christian institutions ought to favour relation­
ships based on equality and brotherhood/sisterhood and 
to value attitudes that welcome and liberate. 

In both cases - the link to tradition and the link to 
the Church group - the question is the same: under what 
conditions will the subject be able to become other­
centred and enter into dialogue with people who hold a 
different point of view? This de-centering will not occur 
if the individual is persuaded that it will cost him his sta­
tus as a free subject. 

Rethinking Communication 

with the Role of the Subject in View 

As a general cultural phenomenon, the apprecia­
tion of the subject has an impact in the area of communi­
cations. Old models of communication insisted upon the 
importance of the sender. In practice, the sender was the 
truly active subject who took the initiative. In theoretical 
models such as these, the receiver was considered to be a 
steady target at which one threw a magic ball, the mes­
sage. This action of the sender allowed a message to be 
transferred to the designated receiver, seen as passive 
subject. 

New theories of communication assign just as 
much importance to the role of the receiver as they do to 
that of the sender. The receiver is not simply a passive 
subject who records and stores the message communi­
cated to him. Studies on reception carried out in a variety 
of fields of human activity, including that of Missiology, 
point out that the receiver is truly an active subject who 
is capable of transforming the message received. Until 
now, we have neglected to think of people as real inter­
preters of what they hear, and we have failed to under­
stand that the process of assimilation is an active one. 
Communication was conceived of as a one-way, linear 
process going from the sender to the receiver rather than 
as a circular system of dialogue. (p. 40) 

Consequences at the Level of the Church 

Under the Catholic regime, the over-valuation of 
the role of the sender and the minimization of the role of 
the receiver was communicated in the Church through 
the use of the expressions "Ecclesia docens" and 
"Ecclesia discens." We forgot that the faithful are real 
actors and not simply receivers of transmitted messages. 
Rather than active subjects, they were subjected to the 
word and authority of those who governed. Hence, 
rather than teach people how to interpret their existence 
in the light of Revelation, the Church gave them defini­
tions to learn by heart. 

Revised communication models make us rethink 
what it means to speak and communicate in the Church. 
Current models of communication bring us into a rela­
tional world which emerges from the meeting of two 
subjects. The interpretive activity and the expression of 
both subjects become important, and it is only in this 
context that dialogue can happen. Today it has become 
obvious that the only kind of communication which has 
a chance to succeed is communication which affirms the 
activity of both subjects as they explore and converse. 
Our culture is profoundly marked by the spirit of democ­
racy. Democratic society values the participation of all. 
(pp. 40-41) 

A New Relationship to Truth 

The democratic spirit builds a new relationship to 
the truth. The Church is to proclaim the Gospel in a rel­
evant way. It is not sufficient to insist that the Church is 
not a democracy, even if that statement is correct. Inte­
gration into the Church in a democratic society leads to a 
new relation to authority and a different manner of pro­
claiming the Gospel. What is required is a certain degree 
of participation and a careful listening to all the voices 
that want to be heard. Nothing can be imposed simply by 
authority: there is no single word. [Rien ne s'impose 
d'autorite et il n'y a pas de parole unique.] ( pp. 42-43) 

I Assemblee des eveques du Quebec, Annoncer l 'Evangile dans la culture 
actuelle au Quebec (Montreal: Fides, 1999). 

2 Translated by Prof. Robert Hurley of the Faculty of Theology at Laval 

University, in Quebec City. 

3 Mission de l'Eglise et culture quebecoise (Montreal: Fides, 1992), 79. 
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Vatican II's Theological About-face on the Jews:* 
Not yet fully recognized 

T
he recognition of Jewish religion as a biblical tradi­
tion accompanying the Christian Church on its jour­

ney was a startling innovation introduced by the declara­
tion Nostra aetate of Vatican Council II. According to 
the presentation of Christine Athans, 1 the whole of 
Christian theology beginning in the second century was 
infected by the idea that the Church had replaced the 
"old" Israel in the covenantal relationship with God, 
leaving the Jews to a marginal and miserable status that 
could be overcome only through their conversion to 
Christianity. Nostra aetate corrected this perspective in 
its brief but substantial fourth chapter. The Jews are now 
seen as integral to the ongoing divine covenant. Jesus 
and early Christianity are portrayed as deeply rooted in a 
constructive sense in the faith of Second Temple 
Judaism. Jews may not be held collectively accountable 
for the death of Jesus. Vatican II did not "forgive" Jews 
of the so-called crime of deicide, as some newspapers 
have claimed; it totally exonerated them of this historic 
charge. In so doing, it undercut the basis of the classical 
Christian theology of Jewish covenantal displacement 
which was rooted in this deicide charge. 

This Radical Change Has Not Yet Been Assimilated 

One indication of the newness of this teaching can 
be seen in the references used to support the argument 
for a fundamental tum in the Church's understanding of 
its relationship with the Jewish people. Examining the 
fourth chapter of Nostra aetate, we find scarcely a refer­
ence to the usual sources cited in conciliar documents: 
the Church Fathers, papal statements and previous con­
ciliar documents. Instead, the declaration continually re­
turns to Romans 9-11, as if to say that the Church is now 
taking up the theme initiated by Paul when he insisted 
that the Jews remain part of the covenant after the Resur­
rection, despite the unresolved theological issues raised 
by this. Without saying so explicitly, the 2,221 Council 
members who voted for Nostra aetate were, in fact, ac­
knowledging that everything that has been said about 
Christian-Jewish relations since Paul wrote has moved 
in a direction which they could no longer support. The 

4 / Winter 2000 

theological about-face on the Jews at Vatican II repre­
sents one of the central theological developments at the 
Vatican Council. Unfortunately its full significance has 
not yet been recognized. 

Johann-Baptist Metz has insisted that the implica­
tions of the theological rethinking of Judaism begun by 
Vatican II go far beyond the Christian-Jewish dialogue. 
After the Holocaust, this rethinking involves a "revision 
of Christian theology itself."2 However, Nostra aetate

has had little impact on Christian theology, thus far. One 
looks in vain for citations from this document in books 
or articles reflecting on Christian identity. Since, in the 
past, this identity had been centrally shaped by a theol­
ogy of the Church as fulfillment and displacement of 
Judaism, theologians must ask themselves how to define 
Christian identity today. That they do not do this has 
been noted with dismay by some Jewish participants in 
the dialogue with Christians. Does Nostra aetate have 
significance only when Christians are speaking with 
Jews? Or is it also brought into the picture when Chris­
tians are conversing among themselves? Only if the lat­
ter is true can we say that Nostra aetate has been genu­
inely received within the Christian community. 

Let me cite two examples of this resistance which I 
have witnessed. In the preparatory drafts for the interna­
tional ecumenical gathering held at Santiago de 
Compostela, Spain, several years ago, the vision of 
Christian self-understanding was dangerously close to 
displacement theology. Yet little objection was raised to 
this perspective by Catholic leaders involved in the 
process, until some of us connected with the Christian­
Jewish dialogue raised a fuss. Eventually the final docu­
ment was altered to back away from the displacement 
motif. However, it still did not draw upon the full impli­
cations of Nostra aetate. A second example is the dis­
may I experienced during the October 1997 meeting at 
the Vatican on the Church and anti-Judaism, at the lack 
of acquaintance with the teaching of Nostra aetate dis­
played by some of the participants, including high curia 
officials. The process of implementing the conciliar dec­
laration remains largely incomplete. 































justices. Donald Schweitzer gives a splendidly succinct 
description of Reinhold Niebuhr's trenchant and influ­

ential critique of existing political circumstances, and 

also of the parallel movement in Canada, the Fellowship 
for a Christian Order. In fact, the latter, though largely 

unknown today, was seminal in setting the moral agenda 
for much of Canadian politics, both at home and abroad, 
and can be said to be still having an impact decades later. 
Certainly the Canadian political scene allowed these ad­
vocates more direct influence than was possible in the 
United States. The Fellowship's champions were, and 

often still are, possibly too eager to see God's Kingdom 
in terms of an achievable political utopia. But their de­
bate with Niebuhr was valuable in delineating what can 
be hoped for in history. 

In the 1950s, Protestant theology lived off the mas­

sive achievements of Niebuhr and Barth. But in the fol­

lowing decades, as described by Gary Dorrien, the chal­
lenge to all authority, and especially to Christian 
authority, spawned a host of liberationist, feminist and 
other politically radical movements which repudiated 
the past. 

For Catholics, the sense of renewal launched by 

the Second Vatican Council did something to preempt 
many of these feelings. The Council, and equally the 
1968 Medellin Conference, as analyzed by the Mexican­
American scholar Virgilio Elizondo, expanded horizons, 
challenged the Roman Catholic Church's European pre­
dominance and established the preferential option for 

the poor, especially of the Third World. The pastoral and 
theological significance of these developments is still 
being worked out. But the impact is undeniable. For the 
future, claims Lee Cormie, the great themes at the heart 
of Jewish and Christian theologies - creation, fall, lib­
eration/redemption, salvation - will have renewed rel­

evance in meeting the challenges of social, political and 

technological globalization. The sceptic must, however, 

ask whether this is not just wishful thinking at a time 
when faith and ethics are so often treated as irrelevant, or 
reduced to the private sphere. However, Harvey Cox, in 

his essay, joins others in disputing the view that growing 

secularization would and will lead to the disappearance 

of religion. The evidence is just not there. Rather, even 
where institutional and intellectual Christianity of a tra­
ditional type has been weakened, there are many other 

plural forms of religion which seek a re-ordering of 
worldviews, with or without the Enlightenment's bless­
ing. 

Gregory Baum, in his own chapter, examines the 
impact of Marxist ideas on Christian theology, suggest­
ing that these have strengthened the sense of outrage 
against structural injustices and lent impetus to the theo­
logical praxis supporting the healing and redemption of 
the world. In a world now dominated by neo-liberal ide­

ologies, such ideas are still necessary. In his concluding 
remarks, Baum suggests that one of the most significant 
shifts in the last forty years has been that "the emancipa­
tory dimension of divine redemption has assumed, for 
the first time, a central place in the construction of Chris­
tian theology." 

These essays portray the intellectual creativity, the 
rich imagination and the passion displayed by theolo­
gians in recent decades. Baum is confident that future 
theologians will demonstrate similar qualities. If they 

do, then indeed, as Baum says at the end of his conclud­

ing article, "the Spirit will continue to speak to the 
Churches in the coming century." 

John S. Conway 

1 This review was written by John S. Conway, professor emeritus of 

history at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, B.C, Canada. It is 

taken, by permission, from his Newsletter (VI, 1, January 2000) on 

contemporary church history. (e-mail: <jconway@interchange.ubc.ca>; 

internet: http://omni.cc.perdue.edu/-gmork/aki/index.html). 
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