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“And so all Israel shall be saved” (Romans 11:26)

“Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; 
I have come not to abolish them but to fulfil them.” (Mt 5:17)
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“Consider the primary aim of the group to be, 
not the conversion of the Jews, 

but the creation of a new Hebrew Catholic community life and spirit,
an alternative society to the old.”

 A counsel from Elias Friedman, O.C.D.

“The mission of your association responds, in a most fitting way, 
to the desire of the Church to respect fully 

the distinct vocation and heritage of Israelites in the Catholic Church.”
Most Rev. Raymond L. Burke, Archbishop of St. Louis, May 2006

“Please be assured of my prayers for your efforts devoted to studying and calling 
attention to the Jewish roots of our Catholic faith and for your work to help  

Catholics of Jewish origin to find their place and role in the Church.”
Archbishop Robert Carlson, Archbishop of St. Louis, Sept. 2010

The Association of Hebrew Catholics is under the patronage of
Our Lady of the Miracle

(who in the Church of St. Andrea della Fratte in Rome,  
on 20 January 1842, converted Alphonse Ratisbonne)

and 
Saint Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein)

Miriam, Our Lady of the Miracle, pray for us!
Saint Edith Stein, pray for us!

What They Have Said
“The marvel of the transfiguration contains another lesson  
for the apostles, to strengthen them and lead them into the  
fullness of knowledge. Moses and Elijah, the law and the  
prophets, appeared with the Lord in conversation with him.  
This was in order to fulfill exactly through the presence of  
these five men, the text which says: Before two or three  
witnesses every word is ratified. What word could be more  
firmly established, more securely based, than the word which  
is proclaimed by the trumpets of both old and new testaments,  
sounding in harmony, and by the utterances of ancient prophecy  
and the teaching of the Gospel, in full agreement with each other?”

Liturgy of the Hours, Vol. 2, page 150 
From a Sermon by St. Leo the Great, pope

vuvh oaç tçv LËrç
(Baruch haba b’Shem Adonai)

Blessed is He who comes in the Name of the Lord

The Association of Hebrew Catholics aims at ending the alienation of 
Catholics of Jewish origin and background from their historical heritage. 
By gathering the People Israel within the Church, the AHC hopes to help 
enable them to serve the Church and all peoples within the mystery of their 
irrevocable gifts and calling. (cf. Rom. 11:29)

The kerygma of the AHC announces that the divine plan of salvation has 
entered the phase of the Apostasy of the Gentiles, prophesied by Our Lord and 
St. Paul, and of which the Return of the Jews to the Holy Land is a corollary.
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News and Notes 

About this issue
In this issue, we include two articles considering the 

commandments and practices of the Old Covenant after 
the New Covenant is established. Cale Clarke responds to 
the question as to whether Jesus rejected the Old Testament 
Law. Dr. Larry Feingold offers an important statement on 
the status of the Sacramental Rites of the Old Covenant 
during the time of the Church. Deacon Mark Neugebauer, 
a Hebrew Catholic, tells of his journey to the Diaconate 
of the Church. Finally, we include a letter requesting your 
support to help ensure the future of the AHC.

Our cover
On the internet, the image of the Torah was obtained at: 

https://tinyurl.com/yc5wmjcd; the image of the crucified 
Christ was obtained at: https://tinyurl.com/y9ed4ho2.

AHC Liturgical Calendar for 2018-2019
The calendar for the new AHC liturgical year should be 

available in September. We will announce its availablility 
on our website, in Facebook, and in our email discussion 
group. 

The calendar for 2017-2018 is still good until the end of 
December 2018. If you don’t have a published copy, you 
can view the calendar from a link on our website.

AHC Havurah Newsletter #18
This newsletter was distributed in July and is now on 

our website. It includes the spiritual journey of Stan and 
Pat Mermelstein and the announcement of two new havu-
rot. One will be led by the Mermelsteins in Port Richey, 
Florida. Another, in Turvey, Befordshire, England will be 
led by Maria Booker. There are also reports from other 
havurot. 

Fr. Basinow invites Hebrew Catholic Priests
Rev. Dr. Leonard J. Basinow is calling on ordained 

Catholic priests of Jewish ethnicity to begin working to-
gether to help preserve Jewish cultural identity within the 
Church. Those who wish to collaborate in this endeavor 
are invited to write to Fr. Basinow at: ishkael3@gmail.com

“New text from Benedict XVI: Judaism has a  
special place for the Church”
Ed. This article appeared on the website Aleteia in July, won-
derfully timed and appropriate to be included in this issue. The 
article may be found at: https://tinyurl.com/y8hv7dta. We hope 
to make the full text available once it is published in English. It 
is reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.

“Judaism has a ‘special’ position which must be recog-
nized as such by the Church, Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI 

emphasizes in a previously unpublished text published by 
the German edition of the journal of theology, Communio,   
July-August 2018.

“The theory that the Church has taken Israel’s place in the 
covenant with God — the theology of substitution — has 
‘never existed as such,’ says the former Sovereign Pontiff 
in this text reported by Vatican News. Conversely, the 
theory of the ‘never-revoked covenant’ between God and 
the Jewish people is ‘correct.’ Judaism, he insists, is not a 
religion ‘like the others.’ It occupies a ‘special’ position, 
which the Church must recognize.

“However, the details of this approach still need ‘a lot 
of clarifications and deepening.’ Because in the long run, 
it ‘does not sufficiently express the greatness of the real-
ity.’ For Benedict XVI, the formula of ‘the never-revoked 
covenant’ was above all a ‘great help’ for the dialogue 
between Catholics and Jews after the Second Vatican 
Council (1962-1965). 

“This text of Benedict XVI, dated October 26, 2017, 
and titled ‘Mercy and vocation without regrets,’ was not 
originally intended to be published. It was a reflection for 
Cardinal Kurt Koch, president of the Pontifical Council 
for Promoting Christian Unity. However, the cardinal has 
convinced the Pope Emeritus to make it public.”

President’s Memo
Shalom Chaverim,
It is so good to be able to get another issue into the mail  

to you. This issue witnesses to the ongoing development 
of thought, from both apologetic and theological points 
of view, regarding the People Israel within the Church.

I believe Dr. Feingold’s response to the theme of the 
Dulles Colloquium in New York last December is an im-
portant contribution to the Church’s ongoing reflections 
concerning a theology of the People Israel. 

We are at a profound moment in salvation history, with 
the growing apostasy within the Church, the growing pa-
ganization of Western culture, and the growing numbers 
of Jewish people coming to recognize the Messiah.

In keeping with these times, we pray that our Lord will  
continue to bless this work, which serves as both catalyst 
and witness, so that in the mystery of their irrevocable 
calling, the People Israel may serve the Lord, His Church, 
and all peoples.

Hoping for your continued collaboration, I ask you to 
prayerfully read the letter on page 5.

In gratitude for your prayers and support, I am yours
In the hearts of Yeshua, Miriam, and St. Teresa Benedicta 

of the Cross,
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Letters / Emails
This is your column, your means to express your thoughts and 
to communicate with our readers. We invite your comments and 
views. We will attempt to publish all letters as received. However, 
we reserve the right to edit letters because of excessive length, 
personal comments, or inappropriate matter.
We honor all requests to not publish the letter writer’s name. 
We will also withhold the writer’s name if we feel the contents 
warrant it.

Expressions of Appreciation
Thank you so much for all you do. You have enriched 

my faith so much. The gifts of the Holy Spirit, especially 
knowledge and understanding, work so powerfully through 
the Association of Hebrew Catholics. Your resources are 
a powerful blessing to all those who love their Catholic 
faith and wish to grow in that love. The Catholic Church 
is like a beautiful treasure chest full of jewels. And one of 
those precious gems, most precious gems, is the beauty 
and glory of Judaism blooming and supporting the Church.

Thank you again, David and Kathleen, and all associ-
ated with AHC.

Many prayers, love, and Shalom, JMJ,
Susan and Nachshon Limor, United States

Special “thank you” to Prof. Larry. Feingold for directing 
me to AHC! God bless your work.

Deacon Patrick

Thank you and God’s love be with you+
John, ocds, Carmel

I hope and pray that your ministry will continue to thrive. 
Your presence shows the Catholicity within the Church 
and enables your apostolate to inform those of us not of 
Jewish origin of the rich heritage of faith and culture you 
share with the world and people of God.

Thank you for keeping alive the culture and faith with 
which the Blessed Mother, St. Joseph, and Jesus were 
spiritually nourished and passed on to us. God bless you 
and keep you in His care.

Rev. William Salmon, M. Div.
St. Mary’s Church, Hanover, MA

The Hebrew Catholic newsletter was excellent! I always 
learn something from reading it. Powerful conversion story 
and the history of Pentecost were so well done.

Sr. Marysia Weber, RSM; United States

Understanding from the ground up
I look forward to reading your publications. From the 

little I have read, (your sample to me), I can look forward 
to deepening my love for Holy Mother Church and my 

understanding of Her from the ground up. Thank you for 
your hard work bringing many to a deeper faith and love.

Marie Leclair, United States

Hebrew Catholic “Sect”
Hebrew Catholics should seek the status of “sect” like 

the Eastern Rite Catholic churches. As we draw closer to 
the return of Yeshua, more Jews will become Catholic and 
identify as Hebrew Catholic.

Phyllis LaPerchia, United States

Ed. In order to form a community or a Rite, we must first 
connect with each other and develop the traditions and 
spirituality that will define that community or Rite. That 
will be the basis upon which the Holy See will make its 
judgments regarding our request for juridical status.

AHC needs members to stay alive
I read in the Knights of Columbus magazine in the most 

recent issue about Father Chris Kanowitz, Diocese of 
Reno, Nevada, that his father is Jewish Polish.

Father Jerome Katz from the Syracuse, NY diocese 
will retire at the end of June, and his father was Jewish. 
He once was my pastor. I think he had the star of David 
on his chalice, and in our chapel he used a prayer shawl 
as an altar cloth.

The Association of Hebrew Catholics needs members 
to stay alive. Priests are in a position to help the Asso-
ciation.  I think it would be helpful to send information 
about the Association to priests who have Jewish roots. I 
also am going to talk to a man in my church who I think 
is a Hebrew Catholic and tell him about the Association. 
Personal contact is an important way to obtain members.

Send a free issue of your magazine to prospects, and if 
you have some left over, put them in various churches.

Thank you for printing my letter to you. In it I talked 
about being president of the American Italian Heritage 
Association & Museum and about the challenges all or-
ganizations face today. Without enough members you will 
not stay alive or be able to carry out your mission. This is 
my 39th year as president, and I have learned a great deal 
on how to remain vibrant. You have important work to do. 
May you be blessed with good health.

Sincerely, your brother in Christ,
Prof./Cav. Philip J. DiNovo

Ed. We very much appreciate Prof. DiNovo’s suggestions, 
especially from someone who has for 39 years dealt with 
challenges similar to the ones that we in the AHC face.
 We do send out free sample issues to all inquirers. We are 
also hoping that Hebrew Catholic priests will begin to 
communicate with each other to explore ways to support 
the work of the AHC. See News and Notes in this issue for 
the invitation to Hebrew Catholic priests from Fr. Basinow.
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Shalom Chaverim! (Friends!)

We are grateful for your ongoing collaboration in the mission of the Association of Hebrew 
Catholics (AHC). Our Lord has brought us to this day through the intercession of Our Lady of the 
Miracle and St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross, and through your prayers and financial support.

As we look ahead to the people and resources that are needed to continue with the mission of the 
AHC, we have elected to create an endowment with the Roman Catholic Foundation of Eastern 
Missouri. This endowment will help provide an ongoing source of income in the future.  

We have laid the groundwork but are asking for your assistance.  Of course, your generous 
monthly and annual gifts sustain our day-to-day operation, and we do not wish to take from those 
gifts.  We are asking for those of you with the capacity to provide a gift of cash, stock, or if you 
are over the age of 70 ½, a distribution from your IRA, to consider an additional gift to the AHC 
this year.  Our goal is to establish and begin the funding as quickly as possible, with longer-term 
goals to support salaries for our replacements, i.e., a President and a Secretary.

We hope that some of you, our generous donors, are in a position to make a significant gift to the 
fund at this time.  Others may find that making a testamentary gift is a more comfortable way to 
provide your support.  This can be done by naming the “Roman Catholic Foundation of Eastern 
Missouri for benefit of the Association of Hebrew Catholics Endowment Fund” in your will or 
trust as a beneficiary of a portion of your IRA, or as a beneficiary on an insurance policy.

For more information on this opportunity, please contact Michael Weisbrod, Gift Planning Officer 
at the Roman Catholic Foundation at 314.918.2893 or michael.weisbrod@rcfstl.org for the details 
on making a current or deferred gift to the fund.  Also, Michael can advise those who wish to 
donate anonymously.

Since the AHC was founded in 1979 by Elias Friedman OCD and Andrew Sholl, our work has 
continued to develop. People throughout the world are making use of our resources for prayer, 
study, counseling, etc., while Catholic theologians are engaging in the necessary discernment 
regarding the People Israel within the Church. Our local prayer-study groups additionally pro-
vide opportunities for fellowship as we learn about and celebrate the Jewish roots of our faith.  
We look forward to the establishment of a juridically–approved community within the Church in 
further development of our mission. 

Praying daily for the resources and the people to continue with the mission of the AHC given by 
our Lord, and hoping for your continuing collaboration,

I wish you every blessing,
In the hearts of Yeshua, Miriam, and St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross,

David Moss, President

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places… (Eph. 1:3)
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Stories From the Diaspora
My Vocation Story as a  

Messianic Jewish Catholic Deacon 
Deacon Mark Neugebauer

During my early years, the thought of 
becoming a rabbi crossed my mind sev-
eral times. We used to play a game where 
my cousin was the cantor (he actually did 
become one!), and I would be the rabbi; 
my dad would build a synagogue for the 
both of us to serve in. Needless to say, 
before that plan could come to fulfilment, 
I became a Messianic Jewish believer in 
Yeshua. Nevertheless, because of a deep 
love for Yeshua and our Messianic Con-
gregation, I became much involved in 
ministry as a teacher/ preacher, organiser 
of conferences, visitor to the sick, worship 
leader, and congregational board member 
(“deacon” and then “elder”). These activi-
ties led many to suspect that I had a calling 
to become a Messianic Pastor; but for vari-
ous reasons, including fear and feelings 
of inadequacy, I became an elementary 
school teacher instead but still served in 
ministry on the side. 

At the Evangelical Church afterwards, 
ministry included leading intercession 
gatherings, a men’s group, and preaching, and again we 
were approached by leadership to consider starting and 
leading a satellite campus of the larger church. Again, I 
denied any vocation and delved further into school life, 
while still serving in many capacities on the side. After 
coming into full communion with the Catholic Church, 
love for Jesus and His Church led me to lectoring, leading 
with my wife of our (large group Havurah) of the Associa-
tion of Hebrew Catholics, and speaking at parishes on the 
Jewish roots of our Catholic faith. In a meeting with our 
pastor one day, I told him that I had been praying about 
what to do when I would retire from elementary school 
teaching. He emphatically stated that I needed to become a 
Permanent Deacon there at this parish with him as pastor. 
He was very adamant. I had heard about Deacons from 
some I had met elsewhere and from a friend who was then 
in formation, but I had no clue who or what a Deacon was. 
Priests and bishops I could understand because they were 
dispensers of the Sacraments and pastors of parishes. I 
became very fond of supporting priests, and especially 
seminarians, but the notion of the Diaconate eluded me. 
Then, two other sets of friends and a pastor from another 
parish stated the same as my pastor had to my query as 

to what to do upon retirement. Several people maintained 
that I had a vocation to the Permanent Diaconate and that  
I needed to enquire what that meant.

Dutifully, I contacted the Director of Deacons in our 
Archdiocese in order to obtain the neces-
sary Vatican documents, a video, and a 
comprehensive application package. Al-
though I read everything, and it made no 
real sense to me, I submitted the applica-
tion package and obtained two reference 
letters from pastors. Sue and I were then 
interviewed by Deacons and their wives 
at the Seminary. In my mind, this was all 
a futile exercise, because with my varied 
background including Jewish sensitivities, 
formation would be out of the question, 
and I could go on to other plans. How-
ever, as the Yiddish proverb goes, “Man 
thinks and God laughs.” Wouldn’t you 
know it? We were invited to be part of 
the Propaedeutic/Discernment year, which 
consisted of Saturdays monthly at St 
Augustine’s and being taught Catechism 
by Bishops and our Cardinal and how to 
pray the Divine Office. In the meantime, 
we were under scrutiny, and I figured 
there was no way we would be invited 
into the four-year formation programme 

afterwards. Frankly, I was hoping for a rejection of our 
becoming candidates. 

Well, God was laughing, and having been accepted 
further, we began four years of intense formation: week-
end studies in Scripture, Moral Theology, Sacraments, 
Ecumenism, Canon Law, Papal Encyclicals and Vatican II 
documents, Ecclesiology, Mariology, and Christology, to 
name some of the courses. The priest/professors were mar-
vellous, and I finally got to study the Church’s magnificent 
teaching in depth from its finest scholars and theologians. 
A six-month supervised practicum in a senior’s home was 
a time of profound revelation for me in so many ways. On 
top of that, Sue and I were given opportunities to bring 
our Jewish heritage into the mix through papers, discus-
sions, our small group meetings, two Passover Seders, a 
Hanukkah presentation, and just being Jewish Catholics 
at the Seminary. It was really a blessing and privilege. I 
began to get stuck, however, when it came to Liturgy: 
leading the Divine Office, being Sacristan for over a year, 
and learning to baptise and perform marriages. I thought, 
“what do I know about any of these?” I am Jewish after all 

Continued on page 16
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Ed. Cale Clarke, a popular lecturer and columnist, is now 
the director of The Faith Explained Seminars. You can find 
Cole’s articles on his website,

http://www.thefaithexplained.com
This article was first published on the Catholic Answers 
website at: https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-
edition/did-jesus-reject-the-old-law. It is reprinted here 
with permission. All Rights Reserved.

Once, in Jerusalem, I was privileged to attend Mass with 
a group of Catholics who had converted from Judaism and 
celebrated the Mass in Hebrew. None of those present who 
had come to believe in Yeshua HaMashiach (Jesus the 
Messiah) would have said they had “changed religions.” 
They didn’t view the Catholic Church as a new religion 
that had replaced Judaism—rather, it was Judaism, but 
with the Messiah having come. 

For these converts, many facets of New Covenant wor-
ship evoked elements of the Old: features such as the 
tabernacle, the ambo, and the altar made sense to them in a 
way that they may not for those who convert to Catholicism 
from non-Christian or Protestant Christian backgrounds. 
And the similarities didn’t end with liturgy. They didn’t 
see Catholicism’s doctrines as something foreign, either. 
Rather, they saw the continuity, the inner logic, of Jesus’ 
teachings vis-a-vis the Old Testament. 

Considering that Jesus of Nazareth was a faithful 
Jew, this really shouldn’t be a surprise. Yet throughout the 
centuries until now, many theologians and scholars have 
believed the opposite: that Jesus broke clean with the Old 
Covenant religion of his day, railing against its “legalism” 
and focusing instead entirely on God’s mercy and love. 

Without a doubt, Jesus delighted in dispensing God’s 
mercy to those who repented of sin. But there is no op-
position between mercy and law. In fact, in so many ways, 

God’s law is an expression of his mercy. A careful reading 
of the New Testament shows that Jesus was in no way op-
posed the law given to Moses. 

Open your Bible and let’s take a look together.
For example: in the Gospel of Matthew Jesus gives 

five major discourses that represent the crucial emphases 
of his teaching that the evangelist wished to impart to his 
audience. The first is the Sermon on the Mount, in chapters 
5-7. The second is the Missionary Discourse in chapter 10, 
followed by the Parabolic Discourse in chapter 13 and the 
Community Discourse in chapter 18. The fifth and final 
speech is the Eschatological Discourse in chapters 24-25. 

We have several reasons to believe that Matthew inten-
tionally arranged this material into five “teaching blocks.” 
First, there are literary clues. Each discourse concludes 
with the verb telein (“to finish”—cf. Matt. 7:28, 11:1, 
13:53, 19:1, 26:1). This corresponds to verbiage from the 
Pentateuch: “When Moses finished (suntelein) speaking 
all these words” (Deut. 31:1; cf. Num. 16:31; Deut. 31:24, 
32:45). 

I’ve discussed elsewhere howJesus is presented in Mat-
thew as a new Moses1. Matthew’s arrangement of Christ’s 
teaching into five narrative segments is meant to allude to 
the five books of Moses, the first five books of the Hebrew 
Bible. Why? In large measure to deal with the allegations of 
some Jews that Jesus and his followers intended to abolish 
the Law of Moses. This is an important theme in Matthew’s 
Gospel, intended as it s for a primarily Hebrew audience. 

The number five (are you sensing a theme here?) comes 
into play most clearly in the material following Matthew 
5:17-20, which is the key passage, in many ways, to under-
standing the Sermon on the Mount. In these verses, Jesus 
explains that he has “not come to abolish the law, but to 
fulfill” (v. 17), and that “until heaven and earth pass away, 
not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the 
law until all is accomplished” (v. 18). Jesus also states that 
lawbreakers (such as he is accused of being) “will be called 
least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever does them 
and teaches them (the commandments of the law) will be 
called great in the kingdom of heaven” (v. 19). 

Then Jesus states that, in order to enter the kingdom of 
heaven, one’s “righteousness” must be greater than that of 
the scribes and Pharisees (v. 20). This is truly a remarkable 
statement, because in Jesus’ day those very scribes and 
Pharisees were considered theauthority on the interpreta-
tion of the Law of Moses. 

1  https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/is-jesus-a-second-
moses

Did Jesus Reject the Old Law?
Cale Clarke

Continued on page 16
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The Sacramental Rites of the Old Covenant  
in the Time of the Church

Lawrence Feingold
Ed. On December 11, 2017, more than a dozen theologians met 
in New York City for a one-day colloquium to “discuss theo-
logically the role and significance of Jews within the life of the 
Church.” The discussions began with a talk by Douglas Farrow, 
Professor of Christian Thought, McGill University, Montreal. 
Farrow set the agenda with his talk: “Jew and Gentile in the 
Church Today.” Mark Kinzer, Dr. Lawrence Feingold, and Bruce 
Marshall each followed with a talk and discussion.
The article below is an expansion of Dr. Feingold’s presenta-
tion in the colloquium. Dr. Feingold is an Associate Professor 
of Theology and Philosophy at Kenrick-Glennon Seminary, St. 
Louis, Missouri. Dr. Feingold is also AHC Director of Theology. 

Introduction
Do the sacramental rites of the Old Testament con-

tinue to have value after Calvary? This controversial 
question, which requires nuance and distinctions, has 
been answered in very different ways in the history 
of the Church. As we see in the Acts of the Apostles, 
the Apostles continued to make use of several of the 
Old Testament rites. Early Jewish-Christians contin-
ued to practice them until the fourth century. From 
the second century, however, we find prohibitions of 
the practice,1 resulting in the eventual disappearance 
of Jewish Christian use of any rites of the ceremonial 
law of the Old Covenant. In recent decades, however, 
there has been a widespread change of perspective, 
due to many factors including the Holocaust, the Sec-
ond Vatican Council’s Nostra Aetate, the rejection of 
more radical forms of supersessionism, the spread of 
messianic Jewish congregations, and the practice of 
participation in the Passover seder in parishes, etc. In 
this article I will look at the question from a theologi-
cal rather than a historical point of view.

The Causality of the Sacraments of the Old and 
New Covenants

The continuing value of the Old Testament rites, 
fulfilled in Christ, can be best evaluated by compar-
ing how the sacramental systems of the Old and New 
Covenants act as causes of sanctification. The relation 
between the two covenants overflows into the relation 

1  See St. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Magnesians 8–9.1, in Michael 
Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1999), 155: “For if we continue to live in accordance 
with Judaism, we admit that we have not received grace. . . . If, then, those who 
had lived in antiquated practices came to newness of hope, no longer keeping 
the Sabbath but living in accordance with the Lord’s day . . . how can we pos-
sibly live without him?” 

between the respective sacraments of the two covenants. 
I think that St. Thomas Aquinas gives us the best way of 
conceiving the relation between the two sacramental sys-
tems, even though I will argue against his negative view 
of the current status of the rites of the Old Covenant and 
any participation in them.

Like St. Augustine, St. Thomas defines the term “sacra-
ment” in such a way that it can be used of the rites of both 
covenants.2 He defines a sacrament as “a sign of a holy 
reality insofar as it makes men holy.”3 The holy reality 
underlying all the different sacramental signs and actions 
of both covenants is the Word Incarnate who sanctifies us 
through His paschal sacrifice. This reality is prefigured by 
the Old Testament rites and mysteriously contained in the 
New Testament sacraments. Thus, sacraments of the Old 
and the New Covenants are sacred signs of the same holy 
realities—the Messiah and His paschal mystery—but they 
differ because those of the Old prefigure what those of 
the New somehow “contain” and communicate. Because 
Christ is mysteriously contained and working in the sacra-
ments of the New Covenant, they have a unique efficacy 
that the prefiguring sacraments of the Old Covenant could 
not yet have, which were instituted long before His coming 
to prepare a people for His advent.

Instrumental Causality of the Sacraments of the 
New Covenant

St. Thomas departed from many of his predecessors and 
contemporaries, such as St. Bonaventure, in refusing to 
see the New Testament sacraments simply as occasions in 
which God infused grace, as in those of the Old Covenant. 
From his earliest works, he saw such a view as contrary to 
the testimony of Revelation in Scripture and the Patristic 
Tradition, which assigned to the sacraments of the New 
Covenant a real causality in giving grace. To explain this, 
he introduced the notion of instrumental causality. 

Philosophers speak of instrumental causality when a 
cause moves and directs a subordinate agent to produce 
its effect. This subordinate agent is called an instrument 
or instrumental cause, which is an efficient cause that 
produces an effect higher than itself by executing a de-
sign which does not originate in itself, but in the mind of 

2  See Benoit-Dominique de La Soujeole, “The Economy of Salvation: En-
titative Sacramentality and Operative Sacramentality,” The Thomist 75 (2011): 
543: “The fact that for St. Thomas the Jewish sacraments are sacraments in the 
proper sense permits us to say that he regards the entire economy of salvation 
as sacramental. Assuredly this is a very patristic intuition.”

3  ST III, q. 60, a. 2.
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a higher cause, referred to as the principal cause, which 
moves the instrument directly or indirectly.4 The artist’s 
paintbrush, for example, is an instrumental cause that 
executes an intention that originates in the artist’s mind, 
which is the principal cause of the artwork.

This notion of instrumental causality helps explain how 
the sacraments, while being sensible signs, can produce 
effects of grace on the supernatural order that infinitely 
transcend their sensible nature. It is in the very nature of an 
instrument to produce an effect that lies on the level of the 
principal cause, transcending the nature of the instrument. 
A sacrament can produce grace because it is an instrument 
used by God to communicate a supernatural reality. 

But how does God move the sacramental instrument? 
What mediates between the divine will and the sensible 
sign so that the latter can be the instrument of the former? 
The one Mediator is Jesus Christ in His humanity. A per-
fect mediator stands between the parties who need to be 
reconciled. Christ’s humanity stands between His divinity 
and our humanity. St. Thomas conceives of Christ’s hu-
manity as an instrument of His divinity for meriting and 
communicating grace to mankind. For St. Thomas, Christ’s 
humanity is not only the meritorious cause of grace but is  
also an instrumental efficient cause.

Here St. Thomas introduces a key distinction taken from 
man’s use of tools. When we think of tools, we tend to 
think of external instruments like hammers and saws. Our 
bodily organs, however, are also instruments, but unlike 
external instruments, they are joined to us as integral parts 
of our bodies. Our hands, legs, lips, vocal chords, and even 
our brains are the most marvelous of instruments.  Thus 
we can distinguish between two kinds of instruments: (a) 
those that are separated and external, and (b) those that are 
joined to us, which we can call conjoined instruments. Our 
brains, hands, and lips are conjoined human instruments, 
whereas pens, paintbrushes, and violins are separated 
instruments. We use separated instruments through some 
conjoined instrument by which we move the separated 
instruments. Without our conjoined instruments, we could 
not make use of any separated instrument.

When we apply this analogy to the sacramental system, 
it sheds great light on the importance of the Incarnation 
for the sacraments. Just as we cannot use separated instru-
ments without our bodily organs that are conjoined, so God 
does not make use of separated instruments to sanctify us 

4  See ST III, q. 62, a. 1: “An efficient cause is twofold: principal and instru-
mental. The principal cause works by the power of its form, to which form the 
effect is likened; just as fire by its own heat makes something hot. In this way 
none but God can cause grace. . . . But the instrumental cause works not by the 
power of its form, but only by the motion whereby it is moved by the principal 
agent: so that the effect is not likened to the instrument but to the principal agent: 
for instance, the couch is not like the axe, but like the art which is in the crafts-
man’s mind.” The effect, however, also shows some likeness to the instrument, 
for the quality and kind of instrument make a difference to the effect. Different 
paintbrushes can do different things. For this reason, the sacramental signs differ 
from each other and bear a resemblance to their individual purposes.

without taking on a conjoined instrument, which is the 
very humanity of Jesus Christ joined to the divinity of 
the Word by the hypostatic union. Thus Christ’s humanity 
is the conjoined instrument of the divinity, whereas the 
sacraments are the separated instruments. 

Throughout the Gospels we see Jesus using the conjoined 
instrument of His body to work miracles. He spoke and 
the winds and waves were calmed; He broke bread and it 
was multiplied; He applied mud and spittle to cure blind-
ness. He also used the same means to produce invisible 
spiritual effects. He spoke words saying that a person’s 
sins were forgiven, and we believe that they were forgiven 
because of His words of power; He said of bread: “This 
is my body,” and likewise we believe that the power of 
His words would not fail to realize their effect. Thus these 
words and gestures were examples of the instrumental 
power of Christ’s humanity to produce effects proper to 
the divine power.

As the divine omnipotence alone can work miracles 
above the power of all creatures, so God alone can be the 
principal cause of the infusion of grace in the soul which 
produces justification and sanctification. However, there 
is nothing to prevent God from producing this effect by 
means of instruments situated in the created and sensible 
order, as long as they are moved by Him, as were Jesus’ 
words and gestures when He worked miracles. As the 
mind of the artist produces beauty in a statue by means of 
his hands and chisels, so God worked miracles through 
Christ’s words and gestures, and in like manner He pro-
duces grace in the soul by means of Christ’s humanity. 
And if Jesus could produce sanctification through the 
instrumentality of His words and gestures, why should He 
not be able to use extrinsic instruments and ministers, as an 
artist uses paintbrushes and chisels, to realize those same 
effects? If He could exercise forgiveness or sanctification 
by His words and gestures, it follows that He should be 
able to accomplish that same effect by speaking through 
the words and gestures of others. That is the glory of the 
sacraments of the New Covenant.

The Sacraments of the Old Covenant  
Do Not Work Through Christ’s Humanity  
But Prefigure It

Using the distinction between extrinsic instruments and 
a conjoined instrument, it is not hard to see the difference 
between the causality of the rites of the Old and the New 
Covenants. When the sacraments of the Old Covenant were 
instituted through Moses, the Word had not yet become 
flesh. There was no instrument belonging to our world that 
was joined to the divinity as His humanity.

Without this conjoined instrument, the separated or ex-
trinsic instruments could not be wielded and directed by 
the principal agent in a fitting manner. Thus we can say 
that the sacramental rites of the Old Covenant were like 
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extrinsic instruments instituted by God, to be signs point-
ing to the conjoined instrument, Jesus Christ, who was to 
come. But they were not yet wielded by His hand, for He 
had not yet come. Christ’s humanity, as the humanity of 
a divine Person, is the necessary link between the divine 
power and extrinsic sacraments. Thus the Incarnation was 
necessary for the sacraments to be perfected. 

The faithful of Israel were justified by their faith in the 
coming of the Messiah. St. Thomas explains that a future 
event can achieve its effect in advance of its actual occur-
rence insofar as it is somehow known, desired, and loved, 
and thus already active interiorly in a person’s spiritual 
life.5 The future salvific events in God’s plan of salvation 
were known, desired, and loved in the celebration of the 
rites of Israel, which are signs of these future salvific 
events. The rites of Israel are also memorials of events of 
God’s saving action in Israel’s history that typologically 
prefigure Christ and the Church. These signs are not effica-
cious in themselves as are the words of the Word Incarnate, 
for they were given prior to the Incarnation, but rather they 
were signs of His future working.

An instrumental efficient cause, on the other hand, can 
operate only when the principal cause is already at work in 
it. For example, a chisel can function as an efficient cause 
only when the sculptor is physically present and holding 
the chisel in his hand. Before that time, the chisel cannot 
carve the statue. However, an image of the chisel at work in 
the hand of the artist can produce some effect in the mind 
of an observer. It can be a sign that the statue will soon be 
made, when the sculptor finally arrives. The image can 
give hope to a client that the statue he has commissioned 
will one day be completed. The rites of Israel were like 
images or tools without the sculptor physically present to 
use them. They were signs, instituted by God, manifesting 
faith and hope in future salvific events, and their pious use 
drew down God’s grace upon Israel.

The sacraments of the New Covenant, on the other hand, 
are instruments in the hand of Christ who has come and 
merited through His Passion the successful completion of 
the entire work of salvation. Although His human body, 
the conjoined instrument, has ascended into Heaven, He 
can still work on earth through separated instruments and 

5  St. Thomas Aquinas explains this in ST III, q. 62, a. 6: “Now nothing hinders 
that which is subsequent in point of time, from causing movement, even before it 
exists in reality, in so far as it pre-exists in an act of the soul: thus the end, which 
is subsequent in point of time, moves the agent in so far as it is apprehended and 
desired by him. On the other hand, what does not yet actually exist, does not cause 
movement if we consider the use of exterior things. Consequently, the efficient 
cause cannot in point of time come into existence after causing movement, as 
does the final cause. It is therefore clear that the sacraments of the New Law 
do reasonably derive the power of justification from Christ’s Passion, which is 
the cause of man’s righteousness; whereas the sacraments of the Old Law did 
not. Nevertheless the Fathers of old were justified by faith in Christ’s Passion, 
just as we are. And the sacraments of the Old Law were a kind of protestation 
of that faith, inasmuch as they signified Christ’s Passion and its effects. It is 
therefore manifest that the sacraments of the Old Law were not endowed with 
any power by which they conduced to the bestowal of justifying grace: and they 
merely signified faith by which men were justified.”

sacred ministers whose words and gestures are realized in 
His person through the sacrament of Holy Orders. 

This need for the Incarnation especially applies to the 
Eucharist, which is the heart of the New Covenant. Here, 
the sacrament is not only wielded by the Incarnate Word 
through a priestly minister, but it also makes His sacred 
humanity present among us as the new shekinah, the Vic-
tim of Calvary who is offered in sacrifice and received 
in Holy Communion. The rites of the Old Covenant and 
the Eucharist, although in typological continuity, differ 
infinitely in what they make present. The Eucharist alone 
makes present the conjoined instrument of the divinity, the 
one Mediator between God and man. For this reason, the 
Eucharist alone is the one sacrifice of the New Covenant 
that builds up the unity of the Body of Christ.

In the Protestant context, the intrinsic difference between 
the sacraments of the New Covenant and those of the Old 
are not so clearly seen. Often, as in Calvin6 (or Zwingli), 
they are put on the same level, differing only according 
to the dispensation they belong to. 

This lack of distinction between the causality and pur-
pose of the sacraments of the Old and New Covenants, 
such as we find in the Protestant context, can lead to an 
overly simplistic supersessionist view of the worship of 
Israel, according to which the ceremonial law of the Old 
Testament has simply been superseded or replaced by that 
of the Church. The problem with such a view is that it 
puts the two covenants on the same plane, as it were, such 
that a new sacramental system can go into effect only by 
extrinsically replacing the other. That is, priority can be 
given to the covenant that is from Christ only if the Old 
Covenant has ended. 

Paradoxically, the lack of distinction of the causality of 
the two sacramental systems could also be used to justify 
a “dual covenant” approach. In such a view, there would 
be two equal paths to God: The worship of the Old Cov-
enant would remain God’s intention for Israel, whereas 
the worship of the New Covenant would be for Gentile 
Christians.  In other words, both radical supersessionism 
and dual covenant theory presuppose a common view of 
the relationship between the sacramental systems of the 
Old and New Covenants as operating in more or less the 
same way.

St. Thomas’s theory, on the other hand, enables us to 
see how the sacraments of the Old Covenant, by their 
very nature as typological prefigurements, could not have 
the efficacy of those of the New Covenant. Therefore, no 
recourse to an extrinsic abrogation of the rites of the Old 
Covenant is necessary in order to explain their lack of 
intrinsic salvific power. Even though Christ has come and 
initiated a New Covenant, the rites of the Old Covenant can 
continue to do what they were divinely intended to do: to 
prefigure and point to the paschal mystery of the Messiah, 

6  See Calvin, Institutes, book 4, chapter 14.
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to provide a communal means of giving worship to God 
and express justifying faith, hope, and love, and be occa-
sions for the sanctification of Israel. In other words, even 
though they could never give grace in the manner proper 
to the sacraments of the Church, they can fulfill functions 
similar to those of sacramentals in the New Covenant, 
which are occasions for devotion and the exercise of the 
theological virtues, disposing for the sacraments.

We should not think that the coming of Christ and His 
institution of the Church and the sacraments have directly 
devalued the sacraments of Israel. Nor should we think 
that the sacraments of the New Covenant could coexist 
on the same level with them. On the contrary, because of 
the Incarnation, the seven sacraments of the Church are 
able to do something—give us a living contact with the 
Word Incarnate—which the rites of Israel simply could 
not ever do. They are not devalued or simply replaced, but 
something immeasurably greater has come. In a similar 
way, Christ has not devalued Moses, but something greater 
than Moses is here.

The Sacraments of the Old Covenant Were  
Occasions for the Imparting of Grace

Does the fact that the rites of Israel did not cause grace 
ex opere operato mean that they were not occasions for 
the infusing of grace? No. Pope Innocent III, in a letter 
of 1201 to Humbert, Archbishop of Arles, teaches that 
“original sin was remitted by the mystery of circumcision 
and the danger of damnation avoided.”7 

St. Thomas Aquinas holds that sanctifying grace was 
conferred on the faithful of Israel on the occasion of 
receiving the sacraments of the Old Covenant, such as 
circumcision. He explains how grace was conferred with 
circumcision in ST III, q. 70, a. 4,8 concluding that the grace 
given in circumcision accomplishes the same effects as the 
grace given through the sacraments of the New Covenant. 
This does not mean, however, that circumcision has the 
same efficacy as Baptism, which would be contrary to 
the teaching of Scripture. St. Thomas therefore puts the 
key distinction between Baptism and circumcision not in 
its effects, but in the kind of causality that is exercised. 
Baptism works as an instrumental cause of grace, like a 
chisel in the hand of the sculptor, whereas circumcision is 
not an efficient instrumental cause, but a manifestation of 
faith and an occasion for God to bestow grace, as a sign 
pointing to the coming of the divine sculptor. 

The causality of circumcision is like that of the other 
sacraments of the Old Law with one important difference. 
Sacred rites that work not ex opere operato but through the 
spiritual acts of the worshippers ordinarily directly benefit 
only those who make the spiritual acts of faith, hope, and 
charity. They can benefit others only indirectly by way of 
intercession. In circumcision, the circumcised babies are 

7  DS, 780.
8  See also ST III, q. 62, a. 6, ad 3.

incapable of making personal acts of faith, hope, and char-
ity, but these acts are made on their behalf by the parents 
and the community. Since babies are naturally entrusted 
to parents and the community, it is fitting that God respect 
this dependence also in the supernatural order by allowing 
the parents to act on behalf of the children.

If original sin was remitted on the occasion of circum-
cision, which was received only by boys, what about the 
girls of Israel? To my knowledge, St. Thomas does not 
address this issue. However, the fact that the rites of Israel 
did not function ex opere operato is helpful here. Recep-
tion of the rite of circumcision was the occasion of God’s 
remitting original sin, but the salvific effect did not come 
through circumcision as through a uniquely efficacious 
instrument. Thus the salvific effect was not limited to the 
act of circumcision. God could equally remit original sin 
to the girls in the ceremony in which they received their 
names (Simchat bat) and were thus incorporated into the 
people of Israel.9

St. Thomas also holds that the grace of God would have 
been given to remit original sin prior to the institution 
of circumcision and to the nations outside of Israel. He 
hypothesizes that this gift would have been given on the 
occasion of the prayers of parents for the sanctification 
of their children, according to the rites of their culture.10

The Rites of Israel after the Promulgation of the 
Gospel

If the sacramental rites of Israel before Christ were the 
occasions of an infusion of grace, we may ask whether 
that continues to be the case after the Passion of Christ. 
An answer to this question requires a proper understanding 
of invincible ignorance and of God’s fidelity to His own 
promises, election, and covenant. The notion of invincible 
ignorance in particular was one that evolved only slowly 
in the Church. It appears in magisterial documents for the 
first time in the nineteenth century.11

It seems reasonable to hold that God continues to give 
grace on the occasion of the rites of the Old Covenant 
when they are celebrated by Jews with the disposition of 
faith, hope, and charity, and with invincible (inculpable) 
ignorance of the truth of Christianity. This is based first on 
the principle that the election of the Jewish People has not 
been revoked, according to Romans 11:29 and confirmed 
by Vatican II in Nostra Aetate §4. Secondly, there is the 
principle that God remains faithful, even when men are 
unfaithful. Third, such worship done in faith, hope, and 

9  It seems that the best way to explain how the giving of grace in the Old 
Testament is tied to circumcision is that circumcision is the visible sign by 
which males became members of the people of Israel, and salvation was given 
by God to the members of Israel on the occasion of their incorporation into the 
People of God. Girls likewise would be participants of this grace when they 
are incorporated into the People of Israel on the celebration of their naming.

10  ST III, q. 70, a. 4, ad 2. See also ST III, q. 61, a. 3.
11  See Pius IX, encyclical Quanto Conficiamur Moerore, Aug. 10, 1863, DS 

2866, and his earlier encyclical, Singulari Quadam from 1854.
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charity is meritorious, and thus, like other acts of charity, 
it merits an increase of grace.

A second question is whether Christians can continue to 
practice the sacramental rites of the Old Covenant, such as 
circumcision or the Passover meal, as well as other prac-
tices of the Jewish ceremonial law.12 This question comes 
up especially with regard to Christians of Jewish heritage. 
As seen above, Christians must not consider them to be 
on the same level as the sacramental liturgy of the New 
Covenant,13 for which they are a typological preparation. 
Nor can they hold such rites to be necessary for salvation.14

The Council of Jerusalem determined that Gentiles were 
not to be pressured to practice the Jewish ceremonial law in 
general, and instructed them only to refrain from consump-
tion of animal blood.15 It did not determine, however, that 
Christians of Jewish heritage were to be made to refrain 
from practicing elements of the Jewish ceremonial law.16

Some Christians of Jewish origin in the early Church 
continued to follow the Jewish ceremonial law up until 
the fourth century.17 The general practice of the Church 
from the second century on, however, was not to permit 
Jewish converts to continue to practice the rites of the 
Jewish ceremonial law.18

There is an interesting exchange of letters on this subject 
between St. Augustine and St. Jerome.19 They both agreed 

12  St. Thomas makes a very important distinction of three types of precepts of 
the Law of Moses: moral, ceremonial, and judicial. The moral precepts, such as 
the Ten Commandments, pertain to the natural moral law. Ceremonial precepts, 
such as those regarding the feasts of Israel and dietary prescriptions, pertain to 
liturgical law. Judicial precepts were a form of divinely sanctioned civil law that 
determined particular ways of enforcing the moral law in ancient Israel. The 
sacramental rites of Israel were the most important parts of the ceremonial law.

13  See the Council of Trent, Canons on the Sacraments in General, canon 
2, DS1602.

14  See the Council of Florence, Bull Cantate Domino (Decree of the Ja-
cobites), DS 1348.

15  See Acts 15:1–29. On the Jerusalem Council’s prohibition of animal 
blood, see ST I-II, q. 103, a. 4, ad 3: “These foods were forbidden literally, not 
with the purpose of enforcing compliance with the legal ceremonies, but in order 
to further the union of Gentiles and Jews living side by side. Because blood 
and things strangled were loathsome to the Jews by ancient custom; while the 
Jews might have suspected the Gentiles of relapse into idolatry if the latter had 
partaken of things offered to idols. Hence these things were prohibited for the 
time being, during which the Gentiles and Jews were to become united together. 
But as time went on, with the lapse of the cause, the effect lapsed also, when the 
truth of the Gospel teaching was divulged, wherein Our Lord taught that ‘not 
that which entereth into the mouth defileth a man’ (Mt 15:11); and that ‘nothing 
is to be rejected that is received with thanksgiving’ (1 Tim 4:4).”

16  See St. Augustine, Letter 82 to St. Jerome (AD 405), in Saint Augustine, 
Letters, vol. 1 (1–82), trans. Sr. Wilfrid Parson (Washington, DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1951), 397–98: “The Apostles had just decreed in 
Jerusalem itself that no one was to compel the Gentiles to live like the Jews, but 
they had not decreed that no one was to prevent the Jews from living like Jews, 
although the Christian teaching did not oblige them to do so.” 

17  See Jean Daniélou, The Theology of Jewish Christianity, trans. John 
Baker (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1964); Lawrence Feingold, The 
Mystery of Israel and the Church, vol. 1, Figure and Fulfillment (St. Louis: 
Miriam Press, 2010), 180–182.

18  See St. Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Magnesians 8–10, in Michael 
W. Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 3rd 
ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 207–209.

19  See St. Augustine, Letter 82 to St. Jerome of ad 405, in Saint Augustine, 
Letters, vol. 1 (1–82), trans. Sr. Wilfrid Parson (Washington, DC: The Catholic 

that Jewish converts of their time were not to continue to 
practice the ceremonial law of the Old Covenant. They 
disagreed, however, on the time in which such worship 
ceased to be lawfully offered by Christians. St. Jerome 
maintained that the Passion of Christ marked the end 
of the time in which the ceremonial rites of Israel were 
pleasing to God. But what about the fact that the Apostles 
continue to follow the liturgy of the Old Covenant and 
other aspects of the ceremonial law, such as the dietary 
laws?20 St. Jerome argued that the Apostles continued to 
observe only by a kind of simulation. They only appeared 
to be celebrating so as to avoid scandal to Jews. St. Augus-
tine, on the other hand, rejected the idea that the Apostles 
were only simulating their participation in rites of the Old 
Covenant. Instead, he argued that during the Apostolic age 
the rites of Israel continued to be lawfully practiced by 
Jewish believers in Christ, but that this was no longer the 
case after the sufficient promulgation of the Gospel at the 
end of the Apostolic age. He compared continued practice 
of ceremonial rites of the Old Law to the honor given to 
the bodies of the faithful departed before they are buried.

According to St. Augustine, if the rites of the Old Cov-
enant were simply prohibited after the Passion of Christ, 
the impression would be that they were not actually from 
God and were no different from the rites of pagan religions. 
St. Paul in particular was suspected by Jewish Christians of 
his time of holding such a teaching. Thus the ceremonial 
rites of the Old Covenant continued to be celebrated by 
the Apostles, including St. Paul,21 to manifest faith in the 
continuity of the Covenants and the fact that rites of the 
Mosaic Law were truly from God. However, after the Gos-
pel was sufficiently promulgated, it was no longer fitting 
that the rites of the Old Covenant be practiced by Christians 
because it could easily cause confusion by blurring the 
distinction between what is necessary for salvation—the 
sacraments of the New Covenant—and what was merely 
the typological preparation for those sacraments.

St. Thomas, in his treatise on the Old Law, takes the 
position of St. Augustine in this controversy22 and gives a 
theological justification for the practice of the Church in 
his time prohibiting observance of the ceremonial law of 
the Old Covenant. He argues that the rites of Israel ceased 
to be the occasions of the giving of grace, and became 
gravely sinful after the promulgation of the Gospel. It 
seems that this position needs to be nuanced, and various 
distinctions added, in accordance with a development of 
doctrine. St. Thomas’s reasoning is that liturgical rites are 
expressions of faith. In the expression of faith the time 

University of America Press, 1951), 390–420. For St. Jerome, see his Letter to 
St. Augustine of ad 404, in Saint Augustine, Letters, letter 75, vol. 1 (1–82), 
342–367. For an overview of this correspondence between St. Augustine and 
St. Jerome, see Robert J. O’Connell, S.J., “When Saintly Fathers Feuded: The 
Correspondence between Augustine and Jerome,” Thought 54 (1979): 344–364.

20  See Acts 3:1; 10:14; 21:24–27.
21  See Acts 21:21–26; 16:3.
22  See ST I-II q. 103, a. 4, ad 1.



The Hebrew Catholic, No. 104, Summer 201813

element is significant. Since the rites of the Old Covenant 
were typological prefigurations of the Passion of Christ and 
the sacraments of the New Covenant were something still 
to come, he reasons that to continue to celebrate such rites 
would be to liturgically profess Christ’s First Coming as 
still in the future, and thus to signify something contrary 
to Christian faith:

“All ceremonies are professions of faith, in which the 
interior worship of God consists. Now man can make pro-
fession of his inward faith, by deeds as well as by words: 
and in either profession, if he make a false declaration, he 
sins mortally. Now, though our faith in Christ is the same as 
that of the fathers of old; yet, since they came before Christ, 
whereas we come after Him, the same faith is expressed 
in different words, by us and by them. For by them was it 
said: ‘Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son,’ where 
the verbs are in the future tense: whereas we express the 
same by means of verbs in the past tense, and say that she 
‘conceived and bore.’ In like manner the ceremonies of the 
Old Law betokened Christ as having yet to be born and to 
suffer: whereas our sacraments signify Him as already born 
and having suffered. Consequently, just as it would be a 
mortal sin now for anyone, in making a profession of faith, 
to say that Christ is yet to be born, which the fathers of old 
said devoutly and truthfully; so too it would be a mortal sin 
now to observe those ceremonies which the fathers of old 
fulfilled with devotion and fidelity. Such is the teaching of 
Augustine (Contra Faustum 19.16), who says: ‘It is no longer 
promised that He shall be born, shall suffer and rise again, 
truths of which their sacraments were a kind of image: but 
it is declared that He is already born, has suffered and risen 
again; of which our sacraments, in which Christians share, 
are the actual representation.’ ”23

St. Thomas’s reasoning presupposes that participation in 
an Old Testament rite effectively communicates, through 
liturgical action rather than words, that Christ is still 
expected and has not yet come. Participation in the sacra-
ments of the Church, on the contrary, signifies through 
liturgical action the faith that Christ has already come.

In harmony with the reasoning contained in this article, 
the Council of Florence, in the Bull Cantate Domino, 
severely prohibited any continued celebration of the cer-
emonial law of the Old Testament by Christians: 

“She (the holy Roman Church) firmly believes, professes, 
and teaches that the legal prescriptions of the Old Testament 
or the Mosaic law, which are divided into ceremonies, holy 
sacrifices, and sacraments, because they were instituted to 
signify something in the future, although they were adequate 
for the divine cult of that age, once our Lord Jesus Christ 
who was signified by them had come, came to an end and 
the sacraments of the New Testament had their beginning. 
Whoever, even after the Passion, places his hope in the legal 
prescriptions and submits himself to them as necessary for 
salvation, as if faith in Christ without them could not save, 
sins mortally. She does not deny that from Christ’s Passion 
until the promulgation of the gospel they could have been 
retained, provided they were in no way believed to be neces-

23  ST I-II q. 103, a. 4.

sary for salvation. But she asserts that after the promulgation 
of the gospel they cannot be observed without loss of eternal 
salvation. 

“Therefore, she denounces all who after that time observe 
circumcision, the sabbath, and other legal prescriptions as 
strangers to the faith of Christ and unable to share in eternal 
salvation, unless they recoil at some time from these errors. 
Therefore, she strictly orders all who glory in the name 
of Christian not to practice circumcision either before or 
after baptism, since whether or not they place their hope 
in it, it cannot possibly be observed without loss of eternal 
salvation.”24

This conciliar text prohibits basing one’s hope for sal-
vation in the rites of the Old Law and regarding them as 
necessary for salvation, for they only prefigure but do not 
contain and apply the fruits of Christ’s Passion. This is 
clearly a dogmatic teaching put forth in a definitive way, as 
can be seen from the solemn language of the first sentence.

In addition, there is a disciplinary prohibition on the 
observance of circumcision or any other ceremonial rite 
of the Old Covenant, even if they are not done as if neces-
sary for salvation. This is disciplinary rather than doctrinal 
because it gives an “order” not to do something which is 
not in itself contrary to natural law.25 The reason for this 
prohibition is not directly stated, but we can suppose it to 
be what is stated in the previous paragraph, which is that 
the rites of the Old Covenant signify Christ’s coming as still 
future, like the Old Testament prophecies. I would argue 
that this prohibition should be seen as a disciplinary decree 
which is no longer in effect. The 1983 Code of Canon Law 
contains no particular prohibition of circumcision or other 
ceremonial rites of the Old Covenant. Pope Benedict XIV, 
in the mid-eighteenth century, declared that elements of the 
Jewish ceremonial law could be observed for a “just and 
serious reason,”26 as was done by the Council of Jerusalem. 

24  Bull of Union with the Copts and the Ethiopians, Cantate Domino (Decree 
for the Jacobites), Feb. 4, 1442, DS 1348.

25  Infallibility only concerns the Magisterium’s doctrinal teaching, in which 
something is authoritatively stated to be true or false. Disciplinary decrees require 
the faithful to act or refrain from acting in a certain way, as long as they are 
considered to be binding. They are not said to be infallible or fallible, because 
they do not directly affirm a truth, but rather impose an obligation. See Feingold, 
Faith Comes from What Is Heard: An Introduction to Fundamental Theology 
(Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Academic, 2016), 242, 263, 273.

26   Pope Benedict XIV, encyclical Ex Quo Primum, on the Euchologian, of 
March 1, 1756, n. 63, in The Papal Encyclicals 1740–1878, ed. Claudia Carlen 
(Wilmington, NC: McGrath Publishing, 1981), 99).  In this document, Pope 
Benedict approved a book of liturgical prayers (Euchologion) used in the Eastern 
rite by the Greek Uniates. The liturgical prayers contained certain elements of the 
ceremonial law of Moses that were still customary in parts of Eastern Christian-
ity, although no longer in the West. Some theologians wanted those elements 
eliminated. Benedict XIV decided not to modify the prayer book, reasoning that 
elements of the ceremonial law could be observed as long as there was some 
utility in their observance. He notes that some elements of the ceremonial law 
were imposed on the early Christians by the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15) 
for the purpose of establishing peace between Jews and Gentiles in the Church. 
Those laws were retained longer in the Eastern Church than in the West. Hence 
the judgment of Benedict XIV was that some elements of the ceremonial precepts 
could be retained or observed, subject to the mind of the Church. He wrote: 
“Although the ceremonial precepts of the old Law have come to an end with 
the promulgation of the Gospel, and the new Law does not contain any precept 
which distinguishes between clean and unclean foods, nevertheless the Church 
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With regard to the argumentation of St. Thomas, implied 
also in the teaching of the Council of Florence in the Bull 
Cantate Domino, I would make two qualifications. First 
of all, both St. Thomas and the Council of Florence as-
sume that the promulgation of the Gospel is something 
definitively achieved centuries earlier, completed by the 
close of the Apostolic age. This assumption has long ceased 
to be convincing.27 For centuries we have increasingly 
become aware that the Gospel has only adequately been 
communicated to a limited portion of humanity, and that 
even in Western society, increasing numbers have never 
been properly exposed to the motives of credibility for the 
Catholic faith. Wherever there is invincible ignorance, the 
promulgation of the Gospel has not been fully achieved. 
This promulgation exists in varying degrees in differ-
ent times and places and continues to be accomplished 
throughout the life of the Church. 

If the Gospel has not been fully promulgated in a given 
cultural context (as, for example, in Israel), then, according 
to the reasoning of St. Augustine and St. Thomas, assumed 
also by the Council of Florence, it would follow that in 
that cultural context it would still be licit to continue to 
observe certain ceremonial rites of the Old Covenant. This 
would seem to apply both to Jews who do not believe in 
Christ and those who do.28 Thus the observance of the 
ceremonial Law of Moses by Jews today, who may very 
often be inculpably ignorant of Catholic teaching for lack 
of an appropriate evangelization, should be seen not as 
something sinful, but as something still pleasing to God 
and meritorious.29 Therefore, Christians can have a reverent 
attitude towards Jewish worship. Such an attitude is also 
crucial for dialogue with the Jewish community. 

Secondly, the fact that the rites of the Old Covenant 
prefigured the sacrifice of Christ and the sacraments of 
the Church does not necessarily imply that a present par-
ticipation in such rites (as in the celebration of a Passover 
seder) has to be understood as a proclamation that Christ 
has not yet come. We see from the New Testament that 
the Apostles themselves and the whole first generation 
of Christians from the circumcision continued to observe 
much of the ceremonial Law of Moses. Christ Himself 
observed the ceremonial Law, not signifying thereby that 
He had not yet come, but transforming it as He transformed 
all that He assumed in His humanity. 

Acts 21:20–24 gives a vivid picture of the early Church 
in Jerusalem continuing to observe the ceremonial Law. 
of Christ has the power of renewing the obligation to observe some of the old 
precepts for just and serious reasons, despite their abrogation by the new Law”

27  See Lumen Gentium §16; Pius IX, encyclical Quanto Conficiamur Mo-
erore, Aug. 10, 1863, DS 2866.

28  See the comments on the Council of Florence by Gavin D’Costa, “Israel, 
Jewish Christians, Messianic Christians, and the Catholic Church,” The Hebrew 
Catholic 103 (Spring 2018): 14–15, to be further developed in his forthcoming 
volume, Catholics after Vatican II: Doctrines about the Jewish People (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2019).

29  Nevertheless, invincible ignorance of Christ is something tragic in itself, 
for it is the lack of the most important and beautiful of truths.

When St. Paul arrived in Jerusalem after his third mis-
sionary voyage, James and the elders encouraged him to 
participate in the fulfilment of a Nazirite vow:

“You see, brother, how many thousands there are among 
the Jews of those who have believed; they are all zealous for 
the law, and they have been told about you that you teach 
all the Jews who are among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, 
telling them not to circumcise their children or observe the 
customs. What then is to be done? They will certainly hear 
that you have come. Do therefore what we tell you. We have 
four men who are under a vow; take these men and purify 
yourself along with them and pay their expenses, so that 
they may shave their heads. Thus all will know that there is 
nothing in what they have been told about you but that you 
yourself live in observance of the law.”

Clearly the Christian community in Jerusalem was not 
signifying by their observance that Christ had not yet 
come. On the contrary, they observed the Old Testament 
rites with the new realization of their deepest meaning, 
as signs prefiguring the Christ who had already come 
and fulfilled the Law and made all things new. It follows 
that these rites can be celebrated in the context of faith in 
Christ’s fulfillment of the Old Testament types, which can 
help manifest the continuity of God’s plan of salvation his-
tory. Such re-enactments can aid the faithful to grasp the 
divine pedagogy by which events in the Old Testament, 
commemorated in the liturgy of Israel, prefigure the Pas-
chal mystery of Christ, the Church, and her sacraments. 

Finally, it is also clear that when the messianic prophe-
cies of the Old Testament are proclaimed in the liturgy, 
they do not lose their importance from the fact that they 
have been fulfilled in Christ, but on the contrary are con-
firmed and magnified by that fulfillment. In the same way, 
the ceremonial rites of Israel can retain a prophetic value 
which is not annulled by their being fulfilled in Christ, but 
instead fills us with admiration and wonder at the beauty 
and depth of God’s plan of salvation. The obligatory quality 
of those rites has passed away, but their glorious prophetic, 
typological, and revelatory value remains.

St. Thomas’s argument would be valid if the only reason 
for observing such a rite would be to profess faith in Christ 
as still to come, and if it were understood precisely in this 
way by those who observed such a rite, so that it would 
cause scandal to others by signifying disbelief in the Incar-
nation.30 But if there are other reasons for observing such 
a rite that would edify rather than cause scandal, as can be 
seen in the practice of the Apostolic generation, then the 
argument would fail. I would argue that free devotional 
observance of these types in the current context could serve 
at least five other important purposes.

30  Indeed, in the context of medieval society, such scandal may have been 
likely to follow from Jewish Christian observance of elements of the ceremo-
nial law. 
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Reasons in Favor of the Devotional Observance of 
Elements of the Old Testament Ceremonial Law

First of all, such observances would help all Christians 
be more aware of the typology of Israel, and the vital 
connection between Israel and the Church. It would help 
Christians recognize their roots in the history of the Chosen 
People. Our current historical context makes this aspect 
more important today than it would have been in the 
medieval period. Today most Christians are completely 
ignorant of the Jewish roots of the faith. Seeing these 
types helps to provide motives of credibility for faith and 
to show the vital and intrinsic connection between Israel 
and the Church.

Secondly, a devotional observance by Christians of cer-
tain elements of the Old Testament ceremonial law, such 
as the Passover seder, shows reverence for the worship 
and prayer of the Old Covenant.31 This would be helpful 
in reducing anti-Semitic attitudes among Christians. In 
the wake of the Holocaust, this is not of small importance. 

Third, it would be a way for Jewish Christians to remain 
connected in some measure with the glorious heritage, 
worship, and messianic longing of their people. Without 
any shared liturgical practice, it is difficult for Jewish 
Christians to retain a living connection with this heritage, 
so central to salvation history. Thus it could help prevent 
the complete loss of Jewish identity in Jewish Christians 
through assimilation. Otherwise, it is typical that after 
one or two generations the children and grandchildren 
of Hebrew Catholics lose the sense of belonging to the 
Jewish people.32

Fourth, such observance could help Jews outside the 
Church come to understand that belief in Christ on the 
part of Jews does not have to lead to the disappearance of 
the people of Israel.

Fifth, such observances can serve as a devotion to the 
humanity of Christ and to the Holy Family, for Christ was 
“born of a woman, born under the Law.” The salvific mys-
teries of Christ’s life include His practice of the rites of the 
Old Covenant. His circumcision, for example, was the first 
blood that He shed for the human race, and a magnificent 
type of the divine condescension and humility, by which 
the Lord of the Covenant is marked with its sign, and the 
Pure One is marked as cleansed from sin. 

Like other sacramentals and devotions in the life of the 
Church, Christians, including Jewish Christians, ought to 
have freedom to practice them or not.

31  This is in harmony with the interpretation of St. Augustine as to why the 
Apostolic generation continued to observe elements of the Mosaic ceremonial 
Law, as seen in Acts 21:20–24. 

32  See Elias Friedman, Jewish Identity (New York: The Miriam Press, 1987).

Conditions for the Devotional Observance of  
Elements of the Old Testament Ceremonial Law

In order to avoid falling into the kind of liturgical error 
spoken of by St. Thomas (or giving scandal in that way), 
and for bringing out their typological value, certain prin-
ciples should animate the use of such observances on the 
part of Hebrew Catholics. First of all, their celebration is 
subject to the Magisterium of the Church and episcopal 
authority. Secondly, it should somehow be made clear in 
such observances that one’s intention is to celebrate them 
as prefigurations of a reality that one believes is already 
present. Hebrew Catholic observance of rituals such as 
the Passover seder, therefore, should not be equated with 
Jewish liturgy, as if we thought we were doing exactly the 
same thing. That cannot be the case, for the intentionality 
of the Christian participant in observing such rites must 
be different than that of Jews who do not believe that the 
Messiah has already come.33 Thus it would be helpful that 
the typology in the rite be explained within the celebra-
tion as prefiguring Christ who has come and fulfilled the 
type. For example, in the Hebrew Catholic celebration of 
the Passover seder, at various points it should be pointed 
out that this type was done to prefigure Christ’s paschal 
mystery and the institution of the Eucharist.34

Third, it is very important that the faithful clearly un-
derstand the difference between such prefiguring rites and 
the seven sacraments of the New Covenant. Observances 
of ceremonies from the Mosaic Law, therefore, cannot 
be principal and foundational in the worship of Hebrew 
Catholics, as they are for Jews who have not come to faith 
in Christ. The principal elements of worship of Hebrew 
Catholics, as for all Christians, must be the sacraments of 
the New Covenant. This also implies that the liturgical 
calendar of Hebrew Catholics, like all other Catholics, 
must revolve around the paschal mystery, and thus around 
Easter. This distinguishes Hebrew Catholic worship from 
that of Messianic Jewish congregations, which in practice 
tend to adopt the Jewish liturgical cycle as the foundation 
of their worship, adding Christian elements to it as a New 
Testament supplement. 

Finally, such observances involving Old Testament types 
should be voluntary for Hebrew Catholics as they are for 
other Catholics. The obligation of the ceremonial law of 
the Old Covenant has been taken away by the establish-
ment of a New Covenant with its own liturgical life and 
corresponding law. All such observances on the part of 

33  When the Council of Florence prohibited the participation in Jewish ob-
servances, it may have been presupposed that the celebration would not differ at 
all from the Jewish celebration, and that such a celebration would give scandal 
by signifying that Christ has not yet come. Furthermore, the Jewish community 
also has a legitimate concern that Jewish Christian observance of the Jewish 
liturgy may make it seem as if Messianic Jewish worship were essentially the 
same as the worship of the synagogue, so that some uneducated Jews might be 
deceived with regard to the difference. The following of the Church’s liturgical 
calendar, together with typological explanation of such observances, would 
help to prevent this.

34  See http://www.hebrewcatholic.net/the-ahc-passover-haggadah/.
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Catholics should be understood as voluntary devotions 
that are not in competition with the Church’s sacraments, 
but may help dispose one for the sacramental life instituted 
by the Word Incarnate.

†   †   †

Continued from page 6 My Vocation Story ...
and had neither been an altar server nor been at Catholic 
weddings or baptisms. Panic set in throughout those years; 
a veritable dark night fell on me, and the patterns of anxiety 
and feelings of inadequacy pervaded my soul. It felt as if 
none of my teachers, fellow deacon candidates, priests, or 
deacon mentors could either understand or accept this. For 
them all, a vocation was as clear as day; for me, it was as 
dark as mud. So many times, I pleaded with the Lord to 
release me; to pull me out; to let me quit. So many times, 
He reminded me that it was not about me, it was about 
Him and His Church. So many times, I dreaded what the 
outcome would be – ordination to the clergy – and so many 
times Jesus reminded me that I was to do this for Him. 
And as Ordination loomed closer, the many preparations 
precluded any escape: posters, an article about us in the 
local Catholic newspaper, being on The Journey Home, 
rehearsals, and invitations to friends to the Ordination and 
its receptions. 

Saturday 26 May 2018 finally came, and there I was 
with nine others at St Michael’s Cathedral Basilica. We 
knelt three times before our Cardinal Collins: promis-
ing obedience, being ordained through the imposition of 
hands, and receiving the Gospel to become “heralds of the 
Gospel.” We next lay on the floor of the Sanctuary during 
the Litany of the Saints, indicating our surrender of our 
lives to serve the Lord and His Church. We were vested 
with stole and dalmatic and became Ordinary Ministers 
of Holy Communion during the Eucharist afterwards. Big 
surprises awaited me when I was asked to bless people, 
and also being addressed as Deacon, which is a not a title 
of honour, per se, but rather it is a title of service. I com-
menced visitation in another senior’s home and began to 
proclaim the Gospel, preach, and vest as deacon at Mass. 

What had happened? All I know is that God, in His 
unlimited patience and love, had carried me through that 
Ordination weekend as if I were a passenger on a boat over 
very smooth waters and had brought me safely to shore. I 
was home. And now, with His help I hope to continue to 
intercede for our people to not only come to know Him 
who is life eternal, but to know His Church. 

O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowl-
edge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments 
and how inscrutable his ways! “For who has known 
the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counsel-
lor?” “Or who has given a gift to him, to receive a 

This highlights the main issue: who has the true in-
terpretation of the law? Jesus and his followers? The 
Pharisees and scribes? Some other group? 

Jesus goes on to show, by means of a series of five “an-
titheses” (“You have heard it said . . . but I say to you”), 
that his interpretation of the law, as practiced by himself 
and his followers, is the true interpretation—and indeed, 
the fulfillment—of the law given to Moses. These five 
antitheses correspond to the five fulfilments of Old Testa-
ment prophecy given in the infancy narrative of Matthew 
(1:22-23, fulfilling Isaiah 7:14; 2:5-6, fulfilling Micah 5:2; 
2:15, fulfilling Hosea 11:1; 2:17-18, fulfilling Jeremiah 
31:15; and 2:23, which summarizes Judges 13:5 and Isaiah 
11:1). Together, they make a powerful case that Jesus has 
come to fulfill the law and the prophets. 

Specifically, the five antitheses of the Sermon on the 
Mount fulfill five aspects of the books of Moses: Deuter-
onomy 5:17 is fulfilled in Matthew 5:21; Exodus 20:14 is 
fulfilled in Matthew 5:27; Leviticus 19:12 is fulfilled in 
Matthew 5:33; Exodus 21:23-25 is fulfilled in Matthew 
5:38; and Leviticus 19:17-18 is fulfilled in Matthew 5:43. 

Many “historical Jesus” scholars, when assessing 
whether Jesus could have plausibly taught what the 
Gospels claim he did, are fond of employing something 
called the criterion of double dissimilarity. “If some-
thing sounds too much like the teaching of Judaism,” the 
thinking goes, “or too much like later Church teaching, 
Jesus probably didn’t say it.” That has always sounded 
ridiculous to me, considering that Jesus was Jewish and 
that he founded the Church! We should expect to find 
an abundance of continuity between the Old Testament, 
the teaching of Jesus, and that of the Church. And this is 
exactly what we do find. 

And here’s one final, commonsense fact: if Jesus, as 
many caricatures of him suggest, really represented a radi-
cal break with Jewish teaching, there is simply no plausible 
way he would have garnered such a massive following 
among his fellow Israelites. No one would have believed 
that he was the promised Messiah if he had rejected the 
Law of Moses! 

It seems reasonable, then, to believe the opposite, which 
is exactly what Jesus set out to do: not to abolish the 
law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17).

Continued from page 7 Did Jesus Reject ...

gift in return?” For from him and through him and to 
him are all things. To him be the glory forever. Amen. 
(Romans 11:33-36)

†   †   †


