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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 Hebrew Catholics, to the extent that they’re steeped  
very much in the heritage of their nation, of their people,  

can offer, then, a great richness to all of us.  
For that reason, for my part, I would see it as a loss,  

were there not to be a strong collective identity among Hebrew Catholics.” 
Most Rev. Raymond L. Burke, Archbishop Emeritus of St. Louis, Aug. 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!

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

Blessed is He who comes in the Name of the Lord

©2010, 2012 Association of Hebrew Catholics 
4120 W Pine Blvd • Saint Louis MO 63108

Em: ahc@hebrewcatholic.org  •  Web: www.hebrewcatholic.org

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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“I personally believe that we should enable them (the Jews)  
to accept Christ and his Church without assimilation.”

Msgr. William A. Carew, Apostolical Delegate of Jerusalem, June 25, 1979

Fr. Friedman wrote about the recommendations sent twice by the  
Bishop’s Conference of Southern Africa to the Holy See supporting the  

establishment of an Israelite community within the Church.

“His Holiness, Pope John Paul II, cordially imparts his Apostolic Blessing  
to the members of the Association of Hebrew Catholics  
on the occasion of the Canonization of its co-Patroness  

– Saint Edith Stein – October 11, 1998  
as a pledge of heavenly favors.”

(Certificate containing this blessing may be viewed on the AHC website.)

“The organization and David Moss are faithful to the magisterium  
and work with the intent of communion with the See of Peter.  

Mr. Moss and the Association have my approbation and blessing.”
Carl F. Mengeling, Bishop of Lansing, Michigan, March 19, 2002

“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. 
The Roman Catholic Church knows and treasures  

the particular and privileged part in the economy of salvation,  
assigned by God the Father to the People Israel.
Invoking God’s blessing upon Kathleen and you,  

and upon your most worthy apostolate, I am 
Yours devotedly in Christ”

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.  

I appreciate your willingness to be faithful to the magisterium  
and to the teachings of the Church.  

May God bless you and the members of the Association abundantly.”
Archbishop Robert Carlson, Archbishop of St. Louis, Sept. 2010

From Our Shepherds
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The Mission and Glories 
of the Chosen People1

Dr. Lawrence Feingold, S.T.D.
Associate Professor of Theology and Philosophy, 

Kenrick-Glennon Seminary, Archdiocese of St. Louis, Missouri 

The theme of this conference is to speak 
of the importance of the witness of Hebrew 
Catholics, who are Jews who have entered the 
Church. This witness is a beautiful thing and 
is needed in various ways. Hebrew Catholics, 
by virtue of their heritage, can contribute a 
positive theology of Israel and her place in 
salvation history, and are especially prepared 
to illuminate the Jewish roots of the Catholic 
faith. 

If it is true that every nation has a unique 
and irreplaceable contribution to make to the 
Body of Christ, this is no less true of Jews. 
They have a full right of citizenship in the Body, and a duty to bring to the 
Body what is uniquely theirs. Of all nations, the Jews have a unique place 
in the Mystical Body because they are the people God used to prepare for 
Christ’s Advent. Jews in the Church bring something only they can give: a 
living contact with the culture that prepared for Christ’s coming, and in which 
Christ was born and lived.

Hebrew Catholics generally bring to the Church a great love and knowl-
edge of the treasures that God sowed in the Jewish people to cultivate their 
vocation as the Chosen People (chosen by God to prepare for the advent of 
the Incarnation). For example, Jews have a special appreciation and love of 
the Torah, God’s revealed Law. This is especially significant in the context 
of modern culture, in which the Law of God is generally seen in a negative 
light, as an opposition or limit to human freedom, which is seen as the abso-
lute good. Hebrew Catholics also have a special appreciation for the ways in 
which the Old Testament prefigures and prophesies the New. Thus they can 
help the whole Church have a better grasp of the totality of salvation history.

This witness of Hebrew Catholics should help dispel anti-Semitism in the 
Church, both in practice and in theological reflection. Since the second cen-
tury, there have been currents of theology that sought to eliminate the Jewish 

1	  This talk is based on chapter 14 of The Mystery of Israel and the Church: The Messianic 
Kingdom of Israel, Vol. 3 (St. Louis, Missouri: The Miriam Press, 2010), 222–231.
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foundation and heritage from Catholic theology. The first great heresy that 
threatened the Church—Gnosticism—attempted precisely that. One of the 
principal Gnostic heretics, Marcion, sought to eliminate the Old Testament 
from Sacred Scripture. To accomplish this, he also had to purge those parts 
of the New Testament that refer to the Old. Not surprisingly, he was left with 
very little: a mutilated version of the Gospel of Luke and some mutilated let-
ters of St. Paul. He and other Gnostics went so far as to see the God of the Old 
Testament as a different God from the Father of Jesus Christ.

Other heresies did not go so far in their anti-Judaism, but important elements 
were often present. Martin Luther, for example, sometimes tended to theologi-
cal anti-Semitism by making an extreme opposition between the Law and the 
Gospel. Even within Catholic theology and preaching, there is sometimes a 
tendency to view Israel in an excessively negative light, focusing, for example, 
on the legalism of the Pharisees.

And even when Israel is not presented negatively, it is often simply absent 
from Catholic theology and preaching. There could be more emphasis on a 
theology of Israel. Seminaries offer several courses on the Old Testament, 
but their focus is generally exegesis rather than a theology of Israel and the 
Chosen People.

It seems to me that it is crucial for Catholic theology to reflect profoundly 
on the election of Israel as God’s preparation for the Incarnation. Hebrew 
Catholics stand in a privileged position for this reflection, but of course it is 
something that concerns the entire Church. All Christians have been inserted 
into the cultivated olive tree of Israel through Baptism.

Romans 9:2–5: Privileges of the Chosen People
I would like to focus this reflection on Romans 9:2–5, a brief passage in 

which St. Paul summarizes the vocation and mission of Israel. He begins this 
section of the Letter, which continues through chapter 11, by expressing his 
most profound interior anguish over the fact that much of Israel has not come 
to faith in Jesus Christ as the Messiah and Lord:

I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that 
I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my 
kinsmen by race. To them belong the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving 
of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, and of 
their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all, blessed for ever.

St. Paul here enumerates the great and awesome privileges of the Chosen 
People: the gift of divine sonship by which they were adopted as the People 
of God; the glory of God’s Revelation; the covenants; the gift of the Torah; a 
revealed form of divine worship; the promises of blessing and inheritance; the 
patriarchs to whom those promises were made; and the fact that Christ, who 
is God, was made man in the offspring of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. All of 
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these gifts obviously culminate in the inconceivable glory of the Incarnation, 
to which they were ordered and for which they were prepared.

Christ Is Born of the Jewish People
Let us begin with the last privilege listed by St. Paul, for that is the key to all 

the others. The greatest glory of Israel is that Christ was born in their bosom 
as the promised offspring of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, and David. As St. 
Paul emphasizes, “of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is 
God over all, blessed for ever.” Indeed Israel was called to be the people who 
would bear Christ and give Him to the world, so that all nations would be 
blessed in the offspring of Abraham (see Gen 12:3). Christ was “born under the 
law” (Gal 4:4), a member of Israel, because God was faithful to His promises 
to Abraham and the patriarchs.

From God’s point of view, what preparation would be fitting for such an 
event—the entrance of God Himself into human history to suffer for the sins 
of mankind? This preparation was nothing less than the whole history of 
Judaism from Abraham to Christ, spanning two millennia. Judaism is essen-
tially a divine preparation for the coming of the Messiah.2 Every other glory 
of Israel—prophecy, doctrine, the commandments, the liturgy, prayer, and 
penitence—was ordered to this greatest glory. 

To prepare for the Incarnation, God called Abraham out of Mesopotamia 
two thousand years before the birth of the Messiah, and directed him to go to 
Canaan and beget a clan that would be as numerous as the stars of heaven and 
in which all nations would be blessed (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14). 
The history of the Jewish people begins with this call of Abraham and with 
this promise of the blessing for all nations, which refers to the coming of the 
Messiah. The Jewish people was formed to be the vehicle and transmitter of 
this blessing. 

For if the Son of God were to enter human history as a concrete son of Adam, 
He would have to become incarnate in a particular people, with a particular 
language and culture, with a particular religious tradition, nourished in a 
particular type of piety, with particular forefathers and national heroes, with 
a particular mother. And in the Incarnation of God, none of this is of second-
ary importance. God would surely take care to provide for these details in a 
fitting way.

The Jewish People was most definitely chosen and distinguished with a 
privilege above all the other nations of the earth. For what privilege could 
compare with that of God becoming man in one’s own nation, race, and cul-
ture? No historical preparation could ever be adequate or proportionate to the 

2	  If someone were to claim to be God Incarnate and could show no historical preparation for 
his advent, then we should not believe him, for God does not fail to prepare adequately for His 
works.
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Incarnation of God Himself, but nevertheless God’s actual preparation for the 
Incarnation of Christ is truly awe-inspiring.

In other words, God prepared for the Incarnation of the Son of God by re-
vealing Himself to one nation, chosen gratuitously from all the peoples of the 
earth, to serve as a salvific preparation for that event. For this reason, revealed 
religion has taken on two distinct forms: Judaism, which is the religion of the 
preparation for the Messiah, and the Catholic faith, which is the religion of the 
fulfillment of that preparation in the Incarnation. No other revealed religion 
is to be expected, because with the Incarnation of God and the redeeming 
of man in His Passion nothing more is needed, nor can anything greater be 
conceived, short of heaven.

Other religions are products of man’s natural religious sense and imagination. 
They are attempts of man to reach God. However, Judaism—and its fulfillment 
in Christianity—is the religion formed by God in which God reaches to us, 
enabling us to reach back to Him.3

Moses pointed out this nobility to the people of Israel: “For what other great 
nation has a god so near to it as the Lord our God is whenever we call to him? 
And what other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this entire 
law that I am setting before you today?” (Deut 4:7–8). Or again in Psalm 
147:19–20: “He (God) declares his word to Jacob, his statutes and ordinances 
to Israel. He has not dealt thus with any other nation; they do not know his 
ordinances. Praise the Lord!”4

All of Judaism is summarized in John the Baptist, the last of the Jewish 
prophets, a voice crying in the wilderness to prepare the way for the Lord 
Himself who is coming. All of Judaism is like the finger of John the Baptist 
who points out Christ as the Lamb of God. All of Judaism could say, like 
John the Baptist, that it is not worthy to tie the sandals of the One who comes 
in the name of the Lord. All Israel could say: “I baptize you with water for 

3	  See the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, declaration Dominus Jesus 7: “For this 
reason, the distinction between theological faith and belief in the other religions, must be firmly 
held. If faith is the acceptance in grace of revealed truth, which ‘makes it possible to penetrate the 
mystery in a way that allows us to understand it coherently,’ then belief, in the other religions, is 
that sum of experience and thought that constitutes the human treasury of wisdom and religious 
aspiration, which man in his search for truth has conceived and acted upon in his relationship to 
God and the Absolute. This distinction is not always borne in mind in current theological reflec-
tion. Thus, theological faith (the acceptance of the truth revealed by the One and Triune God) is 
often identified with belief in other religions, which is religious experience still in search of the 
absolute truth and still lacking assent to God who reveals himself.”

4	  See also 2 Sam 7:23, which contains David’s prayer of thanksgiving when God revealed 
to him that the throne of David would be established forever in the Messiah who would spring 
from his loins: “What other nation on earth is like thy people Israel, whom God went to redeem 
to be his people, making himself a name and doing for them great and terrible things, by driving 
out before his people a nation and its gods?” But this action of God in conveying Israel through 
the Red Sea was nothing compared with the work of redeeming mankind through the suffering 
of the Messiah.
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repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals 
I am not worthy to carry; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with 
fire” (Mt 3:11). And again: “He must increase, but I must decrease” (Jn 3:30).

All the tremendous nobility of Judaism was for the sake of the Mes-
siah, who was to inaugurate a new and everlasting covenant. All of 
Judaism was essentially a figure of the One who was to come. Christ 
said to the Samaritan woman (Jn 4:21–23): 

Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor 
in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we 
worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, 
and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, 
for such the Father seeks to worship him.

In this text, Christ makes two fundamental affirmations: first, that Judaism 
was the true religion in comparison with all the other religions of the world 
(including the sect of the Samaritans, which was a kind of adulterated Juda-
ism). Of all the religions of antiquity, only Judaism came from God to prepare 
human salvation. Second, Christ affirms that this true religion was nevertheless 
not yet completed, not yet an adoration “in spirit and in truth.” It was a divine 
preparation for the adoration in spirit and in truth which God now asks of the 
members of His Church, which they can offer through their union with Him 
in His Mystical Body.

People of God Adopted as Children of God
Let us return to Romans 9:4, and examine the other privileges of Israel 

mentioned by St. Paul: “the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 
law, the worship, and the promises; . . . the patriarchs.” The first gift mentioned 
is the adoption as children of God. This is of great importance, for it is the 
beginning of the undoing of the consequences of Adam’s Fall. Through the 
Fall, divine sonship (filiation) was lost to the children of Adam, who are born 
“children of wrath.” To be adopted as sons of God means that one is restored 
to intimacy with God, incorporated into His “family,” and made heirs of His 
eternal inheritance, which is eternal life. Israel’s adoption as sons was made 
known to Moses in Exodus 4:22–23, when God commanded him to say to 
Pharaoh: “Thus says the Lord, Israel is my first-born son, and I say to you, 
‘Let my son go that he may serve me.’”

Although not made expressly known to ancient Israel, the adoption as 
children of God also means that one is made an adopted brother of the Son 
of God, who was to become incarnate as the Messiah of Israel. The gift of 
divine sonship was given to Israel in view of the Incarnation of the Son of God. 
However, the full glory of this sonship was not yet revealed to them. Hence, 
St. Paul in Galatians 3:24–26 speaks of the Israelites as being children under 
a tutor, which was the Law, until the coming of Christ.
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Although St. Paul does not explain this further in Romans 9:4, the gift 
of divine sonship must include the gift of justification and the reception of 
sanctifying grace, by which one is given a share in the divine life (2 Pt 1:4). 
Without a participation in the divine life no one can be properly said to be a 
son of God, just as no one can be human son without first sharing in the hu-
man life of his parents. Although the natural Son of God had not yet become 
incarnate, the Jewish people would have received the spirit of adoption through 
grace and faith in the Messiah.5

It follows that the gift of divine sonship received in the Church at Baptism is 
a glorious extension of the divine filiation already granted in germ to Abraham 
and his descendants in the Old Covenant. As Joseph Ratzinger has profoundly 
stated, speaking of the relation between Israel and the Church: “The history of 
Israel should become the history of all, Abraham’s sonship is to be extended 
to the ‘many.’”6

Glory of the Revelation of God
The second gift St. Paul mentions is that the Chosen People received the 

revelation of God and His glory. All the other peoples who worshiped according 
to the natural religions of the world were groping in search of God, whereas 
God Himself went in search of Israel, as it were, revealing to them the secrets 
of His providence and His will through the witness of the prophets. 

He taught them the sublime truth that there is but one God, almighty, tran-
scendent, immutable, and eternal, the Creator who made heaven and earth from 
nothing. He revealed the reality and gravity of sin; the existence of original sin, 
the moral law in its purity (perfectly formulated in the Ten Commandments); 
the freedom of the will; the future Resurrection of the dead; the coming of 
the Redeemer; the expiatory Passion of the Messiah; the future founding of 
a Church that would encompass all peoples; and the supernatural happiness 
promised to the just.7 It is also the only religion, aside from its full flowering 
in Christianity, marked by abundant and astounding prophecies and miracles.

God gave Israel numerous and varied prophecies about His future coming, 
as well as about other events of her history, such as the Babylonian exile and 
the Maccabean wars. He prepared for His coming also by symbolic repre-
sentations that theologians speak of as Biblical typology. For example, He 
fed the Jewish people with manna in the desert to foreshadow and symbolize 
the future blessing of the Eucharist. He led them out through the Red Sea to 
symbolize the sacrament of Baptism. He ordained the paschal sacrifice of the 

5	  See also Rom 8:14–17; Gal 4:6–7.
6	  Joseph Ratzinger, Many Religions—One Covenant: Israel, the Church and the World (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1999), 27.
7	  See Lawrence Feingold, The Mystery of Israel and the Church, Vols. 1-3 (St. Louis: The 

Miriam Press, 2010).
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lamb to symbolize His own sacrifice on the Cross, the true Lamb of God who 
takes away the sins of the world.8

This glory of Revelation forms a most powerful bond of continuity between 
Israel and the Church, for the latter is built not only on the Apostles, but also on 
the prophets (see Eph 2:20). The revelatory mission of the prophets, however, 
centered on Christ.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church 528, reflecting on the mystery of the 
Adoration of the Magi, draws attention to this great privilege of Israel as the 
recipient of God’s Revelation and promises:

The magi’s coming to Jerusalem in order to pay homage to the king of the 
Jews shows that they seek in Israel, in the messianic light of the star of David, the 
one who will be king of the nations. Their coming means that pagans can discover 
Jesus and worship him as Son of God and Savior of the world only by turning 
toward the Jews and receiving from them the messianic promise as contained in 
the Old Testament.

Like the Magi, if the pagans are to have to access to the promises of God, 
they must “come to Jerusalem,” as it were, and receive the messianic promise 
contained in the Revelation of God to Israel in the Old Testament.9 The his-
tory of Israel becomes the beginning of the history of the Church, which is 
comprised of Abraham’s sons and daughters according to the spirit, gathered 
from all nations.10

Covenants
The third gift is that God sealed covenants of promise with the Chosen 

People. In the covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15:18–21, Abraham received 
the promise of the land: 

On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descen-
dants I give this land from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, 
the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, 
the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites and the Jebusites.”

Although in the literal sense, the land was the physical territory of Israel, 
in a spiritual sense, the promise of the land refers to the Kingdom of God of 

8	  See Charles Journet, “The Mysterious Destinies of Israel,” in The Bridge: A Yearbook of 
Judaeo-Christian Studies, ed. John Oesterreicher, Vol. 2 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956), 
37–38: “If one searches further, one sees, with St. Augustine, that it was not only one or the 
other in Israel who was prophet of the Messiah but the people as a whole, and that its kingdom 
was prophetic of the Christian kingdom. Israel was thus chosen to announce the coming of the 
Christ, to prefigure the world’s ransom by His blood, and to foreshow the messianic kingdom, 
the kingdom of heaven now in the garment of a pilgrim but one day to be vested in glory.”

9	  See Ratzinger, Many Religions—One Covenant: Israel, the Church and the World, 26. 
He comments there on CCC 528 as follows: “The star of the religions points to Jerusalem, it is 
extinguished and lights up anew in the Word of God, in the Sacred Scripture of Israel. The Word 
of God preserved herein shows itself to be the true star without which or bypassing which the 
goal cannot be found.”

10	 Ibid., 27.
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universal dimensions, which will be consummated in heaven. In fact, in Mat-
thew 5:5, the word “land” clearly refers to the Kingdom of heaven: “Blessed 
are the meek, for they shall inherit the land.” The land of Israel is a figure of 
the Kingdom of God, which is the Church militant and the Church triumphant. 
We see this in Hebrews 11:9–10: “By faith he [Abraham] sojourned in the land 
of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with 
him of the same promise. For he looked forward to the city which has founda-
tions, whose builder and maker is God.” The city with foundations—built on 
a rock by God—is the Church founded on Peter and the other Apostles by the 
Word made flesh.

The covenant of Sinai established Israel as God’s own people, as seen in 
Exodus 19:5–6: “Now therefore, if you will obey my voice and keep my cov-
enant, you shall be my own possession among all peoples; for all the earth is 
mine, and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” St. Peter 
quotes this in 1 Peter 2:9, applying it to the Church: “But you are a chosen race, 
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declare the 
wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous 
light. Once you were no people but now you are God’s people; once you had 
not received mercy but now you have received mercy.”

The Church stands thus in profound continuity with Israel in the privilege 
of being chosen by the grace of God to be His own people. As Israel was 
gratuitously chosen from all the peoples of the earth to be made God’s people 
through the covenant with Abraham and that of Sinai, so the Church and all 
her members are the recipients of a completely gratuitous grace of election 
into the Body of Christ under the New Covenant.

The Gift of the Torah
The next glory of Israel mentioned by St. Paul is the gift of the Torah. At 

the heart of the Torah is the natural moral law, summarized in the double com-
mandment of love,11 and then the Ten Commandments.12 These commandments 
are written on the hearts of all men through conscience, but the witness of 
conscience, when left on its own, is fragile. Thus it was a great glory of Israel 
to receive the double commandment and the Ten Commandments directly 
from God, promulgated with great solemnity on Mt. Sinai.

One of the most beautiful things about Orthodox Judaism, in my view, is 
the reverence and gratitude of Jews for the gift of the Law, or Torah. The word 

11	 See Mk 12:28-31:  “And one of the scribes . . . asked him, ‘Which commandment is the first 
of all?’ Jesus answered, ‘The first is, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, 
and with all your strength.” The second is this, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” There 
is no other commandment greater than these.’ See Lev 19:18: “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself,” and Deut 6:4-5: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.” 

12	 Ex 20:1-17.
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“Torah,” which means “instruction,” is understood by Jews to be one of the 
most beautiful words in the Hebrew language and in Jewish culture. Another 
such word is “mitzvah,” which literally means “commandment,” although it is 
often used simply to describe a good deed. Indeed, every good deed is in fact 
the fulfillment of some commandment of God, whether one is aware of it or not. 

Can we say the same about our Western Christian culture? Are the words 
“law” and “commandment” seen to be among the most beautiful? Is it not 
rather the opposite? Do they not bring to the minds of most people the idea of 
a burden, something imposed upon us that limits and restricts our freedom? 
We often think of the relationship between God’s law and our freedom as a 
kind of battle between conflicting wills. The reality, of course, is exactly the 
contrary. The law of God is a gift enabling our freedom to achieve the goal we 
naturally desire: perfect happiness and fulfillment, which in fact can only lie 
in knowing and loving God and living in conformity with His adorable will.

Divine Liturgy
After mentioning the Law, St. Paul speaks of “worship” as a great privilege 

given to Israel. Israel was preserved by God’s Revelation from the deformations 
of prayer and worship so prevalent in the pagan world. The Chosen People were 
taught to pray not as orphans to an unknown father, but as children adopted 
by God Himself, who revealed Himself as Love, and as seeking love from His 
people, which He required from them as their most fundamental duty. Instead 
of the multiplicity of idols, Israel received the great revelation of the oneness 
of God. Instead of pantheism, Israel was instructed to pray as children to their 
Father, and as brides to the heavenly Bridegroom.

This awesome privilege of Israel is summarized above all in the great text of 
the Shema Yisrael, recited morning and evening by the devout Jew: “Hear, O 
Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deut 6:4–5).

It is not insignificant that the revelation of the oneness of God is the founda-
tion of the great commandment to love God with all our heart, mind, and soul. 
Only in the recognition of His oneness do we clearly see Him as the absolute 
and total source of all goodness and being, and the one and only final end, 
the supreme good, infinite Love, who merits all our love in return. Only in 
the recognition of the oneness of God does our life gain a unity in direction 
to love and serve Him.

Polytheism represents the gods as powers that can satisfy the needs of men. 
The cult of the gods is ultimately directed to the advantage of men, and not 
to the love of the gods above all things! I cannot imagine that Zeus and his 
kin could have been loved with all the heart, mind, and soul of their devotees. 
They did not claim to be the source of all goodness and being, infinite love, and 
thus infinitely lovable. Quite the contrary. It follows that polytheism logically 
makes true charity with regard to God (love of God above all things for His 
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own sake) incomprehensible and impossible. The same thing is true today of 
New Age religiosity. The worship of powers and forces is always directed to 
self, and can never provide the basis for true charity.

We can never overemphasize the privilege received by the Chosen People 
to be able to address God in prayer on the basis of His Revelation as the one 
God who created the world out of love for man, who intervenes in history for 
the sake of man’s salvation, and who seeks the oblation of our hearts, minds, 
and souls.

Furthermore, Israel received a priesthood instituted by God in order to offer 
to God a series of sacrifices that had the most noble mission of prefiguring and 
preparing for the Priesthood of Christ and His perfect Sacrifice on Calvary, 
perpetuated mysteriously on our altars in the Sacrifice of the Mass. 

Although the ancient Jewish sacrifices can no longer be performed because 
of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem where all sacrifice had to take 
place, Jews can still offer the sacrifice of praise and prayer to God. Jewish 
prayer retains a tremendous dignity because God Himself inspired the words 
of the prayers of the Psalms and other Biblical prayers and taught them the 
spirit of prayer in preparation for the Messiah.

A beautiful example of this spirit of prayer is the Orthodox Jewish practice 
of reciting numerous blessings every day which sanctify the various events of 
daily life, such as waking, going to bed, dressing, eating, drinking, washing 
of hands, wearing new clothes, even going to the bathroom, in sickness and 
upon recovery, traveling, working, studying, giving thanks for a birth, blessing 
God in times of mourning and tragedy, for birthdays and anniversaries, in good 
fortune and bad, upon seeing beauties of nature, on hearing words of wisdom, 
etc. This is a constant reminder of the presence of God and His holy will in 
all the events of life. It is said that a devout Jew should pray one hundred of 
these blessings every day.13 Like reverence for the Torah, this kind of prayer 
can serve as a great example for Catholics today.

Promises
The Church is bound together with Biblical Israel not simply by being its 

continuation as the People of God, but as the fulfillment of the promises given 
to her. These promises center on the coming of the Messiah and the establish-
ment of the Messianic Kingdom in which all the nations of the world would 
be blessed.14 God’s fidelity to Israel, therefore, is found precisely in the very 
existence of the Church that He promised as the Messianic Kingdom in which 
the Son of David would rule forever.15

13	 See Mary Ruth Bede, “The Blessings of the Jewish Prayer Book,” in The Bridge: A Yearbook 
of Judaeo-Christian Studies, ed. J. Oesterreicher, 2:224–38.

14	 See, for example, Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14; 49:10; Ps 72:17.
15	 See Lucien Cerfaux, The Church in the Theology of St. Paul, trans. Geoffrey Webb and Adrian 

Walker (NY: Herder and Herder, 1959), 35: “What we call the New Testament is the realization 
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Sometimes it is forgotten by Christians that the Messianic Kingdom was 
promised to Israel as her kingdom. For example, Jeremiah 31:31–33 gives the 
promise of a “new covenant” precisely to “the house of Israel and the house 
of Judah”:

Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant 
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made 
with their fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of 
Egypt, my covenant which they broke, though I was their husband, says the Lord. 
But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, 
says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; 
and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.

In Ezekiel 36:22, 24–27, the promise of the Messianic kingdom founded on 
the sacrament of Baptism is clearly given to the house of Israel:

Therefore say to the house of Israel, . . . I will vindicate the holiness of my 
great name. . . . For I will take you from among the Gentiles, and will gather you 
together out of all the countries, and will bring you into your own land.16 And I 
will pour upon you clean water, and you shall be cleansed from all your filthiness, 
and I will cleanse you from all your idols. And I will give you a new heart, and put 
a new spirit within you, and I will take away the stony heart out of your flesh, and 
will give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit in the midst of you, and I will 
cause you to walk in my commandments, and to keep my judgments, and do them.

In the Annunciation, the angel Gabriel tells Mary that her Son will “reign 
over the house of Jacob for ever.” The Church is the realization of the promises 
given to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David.

For this reason, St. Paul says that the Gospel proclamation is first for the 
Jews, and then for the Gentiles. It belongs to the Jews by promise, and is thus 
owed by God’s justice and fidelity. Hence in Romans 15:8–9, St. Paul writes: 
“For I tell you that Christ became a servant to the circumcised to show God’s 
truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, and in 
order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy.”

This, by the way, is of great relevance to the question of whether the Church 
has a mission to preach the Gospel to Jews (evangelizing, not proselytizing). 
Precisely because the promises were made to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their 
children, the Church has a mission of justice to descendants of the Patriarchs 
to help fulfill God’s promises to them. Of course, this mission must be carried 
out with tremendous love and respect, with the principal emphasis on the ef-
ficacy of prayer, personal example, and the simple witness of presence. The 
Association of Hebrew Catholics seeks to be of service in this regard by being 
a witness to the presence of Hebrew Catholics in the Church.

of the promise [to Abraham in Gen 15:18], and the actual taking possession of the inheritance. As 
soon as Christ arrives on the scene, everything that God has to give belongs to him.”

16	 The Catholic tradition understands this ingathering in the land as signifying incorporation 
into the Church, the Kingdom of God.
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The Patriarchs
The last privilege of Israel mentioned by St. Paul is the Fathers who were 

most dear to God and with whom He made a covenant of love. God prepared 
the people in which He would be born, beginning with Abraham, by calling 
them to holiness, and giving them a grace not given to other peoples. God 
Himself condescends to be referred to as the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob” (Ex 3:6). As we know, this text was recalled by Jesus (Mt 22:32) to 
show the irrevocable fidelity of God’s love for them, which endures also after 
their death and culminates in the resurrection.

The Patriarchs were not simply national heroes of Israel, but also great saints 
celebrated in Hebrews 11 as heroes of faith: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, 
Rebecca, Moses, Joshua, Hannah, Samuel, David, the prophets,17 up to St. 
Elizabeth and John the Baptist. The saints of Israel culminate with the Jewish 
Mother of the Messiah: the Immaculate Virgin, daughter of Zion, full of grace. 
We believe that this Jewish girl, Mary of Nazareth, was the creature who most 
loved God, and thus gives Him the most glory outside of God Himself. 

The Election Has Not Been Revoked
All the glories of Israel enumerated by St. Paul in Romans 9:4 prepare for 

the Incarnation and culminate in it. The glory of Israel is very similar to the 
glory of Mary, which is entirely founded on her gratuitous election to be the 
Mother of God.

Does the election of the Chosen People continue after the time of Christ’s 
earthly Ministry? Many theologians argue that the election of Israel ended 
with the Incarnation. This is not the view of the Catholic Church, however, 
nor that of St. Paul. The principal reason for holding the continuing election 
of Israel is God’s fidelity. He remains faithful to His plan even when men are 
unfaithful. His calling and His promises are irrevocable. This was emphasized 
by the Second Vatican Council in the Declaration on the Relation of the Church 
to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra aetate 4. After quoting Romans 9:4, the 
Council goes on to say:

God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does not repent 
of the gifts He makes or of the calls He issues—such is the witness of the Apostle (see 
Rom 11:28–29). In company with the Prophets and the same Apostle, the Church 
awaits that day, known to God alone, on which all peoples will address the Lord in 
a single voice and “serve him shoulder to shoulder” (Zeph 3:9).18 

Since the spiritual patrimony common to Christians and Jews is thus so great, 
this sacred synod wants to foster and recommend that mutual understanding and 
respect which is the fruit, above all, of biblical and theological studies as well as 
of fraternal dialogues. 

17	 It would be good for us today, it seems to me, to include liturgical celebrations of the saints 
of the Old Testament to give witness to the continuity of God’s plan.

18	 See Is 66:23; Ps 65:4; Rom 11:11–32.
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True, the Jewish authorities and those who followed their lead pressed for the 
death of Christ; still, what happened in His passion cannot be charged against all 
the Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor against the Jews of today. Although 
the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be presented as rejected 
or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy Scriptures.19

Nostra aetate 4, closely following Romans 9–11, affirms a delicate balance. 
The Church is indeed the new People of God, founded on the mystery of 
Christ and participation in His Body. However, this new People of God finds 
“the beginnings of her faith and her election” in the faith and election of “the 
Patriarchs, Moses and the prophets.”20 The new People of God results from 
an engrafting of the nations into the sacred olive tree rooted in the promises 
given to the Patriarchs. Many of the branches that have been engrafted are 
wild ones—Gentiles—but they have been engrafted into a tree whose trunk 
is natural.

Since “the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29), we cannot 
regard the Jewish people as rejected, accursed, or abandoned by God. This view, 
as we know, was the cause of terrible anti-Semitism throughout the centuries. 
The Church therefore cannot be regarded as simply replacing Israel as the 
people of God. The people of Israel according to the flesh are still specially 
beloved of God on account of the Patriarchs, as were their fathers in Biblical 
Israel. Even more, they are uniquely beloved as a people on account of Mary, 
the archetypical “daughter of Zion,” and her divine Son, “born under the Law.” 

The people of Israel, therefore, should be regarded as conserving their 
mysterious election in God’s providential plan. Their role is not finished until 
they corporately come to receive the fulfillment of God’s promises to them, 
through a great outpouring of His mercy, by which “all Israel will be saved” 
(Rom 11:26). It follows that Israel’s election remains tied to the Messiah in 
whom all of God’s promises are fulfilled.21 The witness of Israel is not yet 
over, and will not be over until the Second Coming.

In the meantime Israel is a continual and impartial witness before the world 
of God’s plan of salvation that culminates in the Messiah and His Church.22 
The existence and continued fidelity of the Jewish people to the covenant of 
Sinai, through so many centuries without a land, through so much persecution, 
tragedy, and trial, is a clear sign of a special providence and predilection of 
God on their behalf and of the special role they continue to play in His plans, 
until they shall finally come to recognize their Messiah. 

.

19	 Vatican II, Nostra aetate 4 (my italics).
20	 Ibid.
21	 See 2 Cor 1:20: “For all the promises of God find their Yes in him.”
22	 St. Augustine wrote of the Jews that “by the evidence of their own Scriptures they bear 

witness for us that we have not fabricated the prophecies about Christ” (The City of God, 18.46, 
trans. Henry Bettenson, [NY: Penguin Books, 1984], 827).
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The Conversion of Israel and the 
Second Coming:

“What will their acceptance mean but life  
from the dead?” (Rom. 11:15)1

Dr. Lawrence Feingold, S.T.D.
Associate Professor of Theology and Philosophy, 

Kenrick-Glennon Seminary, Archdiocese of St. Louis, Missouri 

The End of the “Time of the Gentiles”
In chapter 11 of the Letter to the Romans, 

St. Paul speaks enigmatically about the fu-
ture acceptance of the Gospel by Jews, so 
that “all Israel will be saved” (Rom 11:26). 
Before examining Romans 11, however, it 
will be helpful to consider certain signs of 
the times (see Mt 16:3) in the contemporary 
world, and the signs of the end times given 
to us in Scripture. John Paul II, following the 
Second Vatican Council, put great importance 
on reading the signs of the times in order to 
understand where the world is going. Where 
are the opportunities of faith? 

It seems to me that the re-establishment of the state of Israel after nineteen 
centuries is one of the signs of the times on which theology is called to reflect. 
Israel is now a Jewish state, and memorials of Jesus and His activity are present 
throughout the country. The Christian presence in Israel predisposes Jews to ask 
the question they prefer to avoid: Is Jesus the Messiah? They do not understand 
the Church, but they are beginning to be open to Jesus. A sociological study 
of the perception of Jesus in present-day Israel states:

The figure of Jesus, the Jew from Nazareth, looms large on the Israeli horizon, 
although not much is said about him openly and most Jews cautiously refrain from 
mentioning his name in public. Still he is very much in the mind of the Israeli Jews, 
more now than ever, and the awareness of his shadow in Israel is constantly growing.

In Galilee, the most beautiful and inspiring part of Israel, he is the dominating 
figure. Every site of antiquity and every beauty spot in Galilee bears his footprints. 
He is still walking by the sea of Galilee (cf. Mt 4:18); on the Sabbath day he enters 

1	 This talk is a reworking of chapters 10 and 11 of my book, The Mystery of Israel and the 
Church: Figure and Fulfillment, Vol. 1 (St. Louis, Missouri: The Miriam Press, 2010), 169–90.
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the synagogue in Capernaum; in Tabgha, close to Capernaum, he performs the 
miracle of the loaves and the fishes. On the Mount of Beatitudes, which overlooks 
the waters of the lake, he utters his immortal Sermon on the Mount. Of course, 
Nazareth is the center of his life, and Jerusalem the scene of his last ministry. Much 
of the charm and magnetism of the Holy Land is due, not only to echoes of the 
Old Testament, but also to echoes of Jesus’ life. Being confronted with Jesus in 
this way is a new experience for the Jew. In the Diaspora, Jesus looked alien to the 
Jew, an outsider, an interloper. But in Israel, he is seen as the Jew from Nazareth, a 
native of this country, a Sabra, with claims to the land as strong as any. He cannot 
be brushed aside as a foreign influence. . . . 

How to deal with him? . . . When the Jews left their land two thousand years 
ago, the land was holy for them alone; when they returned, the land was holy also 
to more than half of the world. The land had become sanctified in the meantime to 
millions and millions of non-Jews. The same applies to the Bible which had been 
a book holy to the Jews alone and which has become a holy book for millions of 
non-Jews. . . . When the Jews returned to Israel, they had to re-define their histori-
cal identity, which is now centred and pivoted on the Land of Israel, and they had 
to make a long journey backwards in time, in fact two thousand years back. The 
Third Commonwealth, the present-day Israel, had to be linked with the end of the 
Second Commonwealth. And that was the time of Jesus’ ministry.2

Various Christian theologians also see the state of Israel as a possibility of 
grace, as represented in this statement by Edward Flannery, S.J.:

With Congar, we may think that God wished to bring a representative cross-
section of the Jewish people to the Holy Land in order to bring it face to face with 
the great question of the messiah. Israel’s restoration to the land of the promise, 
even though under secular auspices, may thus be a distant preparation for her final 
encounter with grace.3

In the last few decades, the number of Jews who believe in Yeshua (the 
Hebrew name from which “Jesus” derives) has vastly increased, although 
they mostly remain in Evangelical or non-denominational circles. In 2010 it is 
estimated that there were about 150,000 Messianic Jews in the United States, 
and 500,000 to 1,000,000 worldwide.4 It is said that every city in Israel has a 
Messianic Jewish congregation.

After speaking of the destruction of Jerusalem in his eschatological dis-
course in Luke 21:24, Jesus prophesied that “Jerusalem will be trampled by 
the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.” The fact that Israel 
is a sovereign nation today and that Jerusalem is no longer “trampled by the 

2	  Ferdynand Zweig, Israel, the Sword and the Harp: The Mystique of Violence and the Mys-
tique of Redemption (Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson Univ. Press, 1970), 219, 225–26. Quoted 
in Elias Friedman, Jewish Identity (New York: Miriam Press, 1987), 163–65.

3	  Edward Flannery, S.J., The Anguish of the Jews: Twenty-three Centuries of Anti-Semitism 
(New York: Macmillan, 1965). Quoted in Friedman, Jewish Identity, 159.

4	  See Susan Birnbaum, “Study Projects Half a Million Messianic Jews by the Year 2000,” Jew-
ish Telegraphic Agency (Mar. 21, 1989), online at http://archive.jta.org/article/1989/03/21/2869978/
study-projects-half-a-million-messianic-jews-by-the-year-2000. 
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Gentiles” is perhaps an indication that the “times of the Gentiles” are indeed 
being fulfilled.

Preaching of the Gospel to the Whole World and the Apostasy 
The fulfillment of the “times of the Gentiles” finds confirmation in two other 

important and paradoxical signs of our time: the increasing extension of the 
preaching of the Gospel to the whole world, and what could be called the great 
apostasy of the contemporary world. 

On the one hand, the preaching of the Gospel is progressing and reaching 
new frontiers that had previously been closed: first the Americas, and now 
Africa and East Asia. In Matthew 24:14, Jesus says: “And this gospel of the 
kingdom will be preached throughout the whole world, as a testimony to all 
nations; and then the end will come.” 

However, at the same time, we are witnessing a contrary sign: an increas-
ing process of secularization and progressive atheism and extreme relativism 
in Europe and the Western world, where Christendom had existed until the 
Reformation. There is a growing rejection of the Gospel in precisely those 
territories where it had previously been most inculturated.

These two key signs of our times seem opposed to each other, but yet the 
modern world is witnessing both. The Church, missionary by nature, has ex-
panded for twenty centuries without interruption, amidst crises and immense 
tragedies in which it seemed she would go the way of other earthly societies. 
But she has come through each crisis stronger and more “catholic” or univer-
sal. However, at the same time the forces opposed to Catholicism also seem 
to be increasing throughout recent centuries, and this is a no less important 
sign of the times.

The occurrence of an apostasy before the Second Coming of Christ is pre-
dicted in Jesus’ prophecies in Matthew 24:10–12: “And then many will fall 
away, and betray one another, and hate one another. And many false prophets 
will arise and lead many astray. And because wickedness is multiplied, most 
men’s love will grow cold.” This falling away from the faith is also implied in 
Luke 18:8: “When the Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

St. Paul also refers to an apostasy or rebellion against the faith as a sign of 
the Second Coming in 2 Thessalonians 2:1–5. This text was motivated by a 
desire to correct a misapprehension on the part of some members of the com-
munity. Some of the Thessalonians misinterpreted St. Paul’s first letter to them 
in which he spoke of the parousia, and thought that the “Day of the Lord” (1 
Thess 5:1) was imminent. Some even took it as an excuse to stop working. For 
this reason St. Paul had to write a second letter to the Thessalonians to remind 
them of the signs that had to be fulfilled before Christ’s Second Coming. He 
tells them not to be “quickly shaken in mind or excited” as if the end times 
were upon them, for the prophetic warning signs had not yet been realized. 
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The two principal signs that he gives them are the great apostasy (rebellion 
against the faith) and the reign of the Anti-Christ: 

Now concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our assembling 
to meet him, we beg you, brethren, not to be quickly shaken in mind or excited, 
either by spirit or by word, or by letter purporting to be from us, to the effect that 
the day of the Lord has come. Let no one deceive you in any way; for that day will 
not come, unless the rebellion [apostasia] comes first, and the man of lawlessness 
is revealed, the son of perdition, who opposes and exalts himself against every 
so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, 
proclaiming himself to be God. Do you not remember that when I was still with 
you I told you this?

“Apostasy” is used here in the social sense and apparently means that a 
formerly Christian society has rejected the Catholic faith. Surely this is true 
of the modern world, which is increasingly referred to as post-Christian. The 
roots of this apostasy reach back to the fourteenth century, with the loss of 
harmony between faith and reason, and grew with the sixteenth-century Prot-
estant rebellion against the Catholic Church, but it is much worse today with 
widespread atheism and lack of faith.5 Although it may continue to develop 
for centuries, one wonders how much longer this process can go on.

Blessed John Henry Cardinal Newman commented on the coming of the 
apostasy in an article on the Antichrist written in 1838 while he was still an 
Anglican: 

Is there no reason to fear that some Apostasy is gradually gathering, hasten-
ing on in this very day? For is there not at this very time, a special effort made 
almost all over the world, that is, every here and there, more or less in sight or out 
of sight, in this or that place, but most visibly or formidably in its most civilized 
and powerful parts, an effort to be without Religion? Surely there is at this day a 
confederacy of evil, marshaling its hosts from all parts of the world, organizing 
itself, taking its measure, enclosing the Church as in a net, preparing the way for 
a general Apostasy from it.6

If Blessed Newman could speak of apostasy in 1838, how much more today 
after the rise of atheist and militant communism, two world wars, vast religious 
indifferentism, and the increasing rejection of the Church’s teaching on mar-
riage and the family in the face of the sexual revolution. It is reasonable to 
think that we are within the general time of the apostasy, but since it has been 
centuries in the making, it could continue to develop further for centuries to 
come. The apostasy, therefore, seems to be a general sign that serves to keep 
all generations in readiness, but which does not enable anyone to say that the 
Second Coming is immediately imminent.

5	  See, for example, the reflections of Vatican II on widespread atheism in Gaudium et spes 
19–21.

6	  Newman, Discussions and Arguments on Various Subjects (New York: Longmans, Green, 
and Co., 1897), 59.
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The Conversion of the Jews before the Parousia  
(Second Coming)

Another sign given to us in Scripture that heralds the approach of the parousia 
will be the conversion of Jews to faith in Christ (presumably during the time 
of the great apostasy). This hope is based on several Biblical texts. In the Old 
Testament, the prophet Zechariah (12:10) alludes to the future conversion of 
Israel, saying that the day will come when the inhabitants of Jerusalem will 
weep over the Messiah whom they have pierced:

And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a 
spirit of compassion and supplication, so that, when they look on him whom they 
have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an only child, and weep 
bitterly over him, as one weeps over a firstborn.

It seems that Jesus alluded to this future conversion of Israel in Matthew 
23:37–39 when He wept over Jerusalem as He came down the Mount of Olives 
on Palm Sunday. While looking upon the Temple from the Mount of Olives, 
He said that the world will not see Him again until the Jewish People accept 
Him as the Messiah who “comes in the name of the Lord”:

O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets and stoning those who are sent 
to you! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers 
her brood under her wings, and you would not! Behold, your house is forsaken 
and desolate. For I tell you, you will not see me again, until you say, “Blessed is 
he who comes in the name of the Lord.”

As Charles Cardinal Journet observes, “No sooner, then, does He reproach 
Jerusalem for having rejected His love than He announces the triumph of 
God’s mercy over its unwillingness. . . . Afterwards an age will come when 
Israel will at last open its heart to its Messiah and will bless Him in a shout of 
loving welcome.”7 He also writes:

It is this love, God’s fidelity, that in the end will lift from Israel the heavy 
weight of its resistance. There will be a day, the third epoch, when it will understand 
and accept the mystery of the Cross and sing hosanna, hoshi‘ahnna, ‘save us we 
pray!’; when the whole people will once again, and forever, welcome Jesus with the 
blessing from the ancient liturgy of thanksgiving: Blessed in the name of Yahweh 
be He who comes. There will be a day when the Israel of the flesh will again be 
one with the Israel of the spirit—the great ingathering of which the Apostle says 
that it will be like ‘life from the dead’ (Rom 11:15).8

7	  Charles Journet, “The Mysterious Destinies of Israel,” in The Bridge: A Yearbook of Judaeo-
Christian Studies, ed. John Oesterreicher, Vol. 2 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956), 82.

8	  Ibid., 37.
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Romans 11:1–15: The Acceptance of Israel and  
“Life from the Dead”

In Romans 11, St. Paul develops this theme of the future ingathering of 
Israel into the Church. He speaks of his anguish at Israel’s rejection of Christ. 
The chapter begins with the crucial question about the continuing role of the 
Jewish people after the coming of the Messiah, since the majority of Israel 
did not recognize Him. Does this mean that their election has been revoked? 
St. Paul poses the question directly in verses 1–8:

I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! I myself am an Israelite, 
a descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. God has not rejected 
his people whom he foreknew. Do you not know what the scripture says of Elijah, 
how he pleads with God against Israel? “Lord, they have killed thy prophets, they 
have demolished thy altars, and I alone am left, and they seek my life.” But what is 
God’s reply to him? “I have kept for myself seven thousand men who have not bowed 
the knee to Baal.” So too at the present time there is a remnant, chosen by grace. 

A first answer to the question of whether God has rejected His people is that 
part of Israel has been a faithful remnant through the gratuitous mercy of God. 
This remnant includes Mary, St. Joseph, the Apostles, St. Paul, the disciples 
gathered into the Church at Pentecost, and the innumerable Jews evangelized 
by St. Paul and the other disciples throughout the Diaspora, such as Priscilla 
and Aquila (Jews from Rome with whom St. Paul stayed in Corinth), Timothy, 
Apollos, and many others. The Acts of the Apostles tells us that many of the 
Pharisees and priests came to believe. In Acts 21:20, James tells Paul: “You 
see, brother, how many thousands there are among the Jews of those who have 
believed.” Furthermore, some sociologists argue that large numbers—perhaps 
millions—of Hellenistic Jews converted to Christianity in the first centuries 
of the Church.9 However, what about those who failed to recognize Christ? 
St. Paul asks:

So I ask, have they stumbled so as to fall? By no means! But through their 
trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to make Israel jealous. Now if 
their trespass means riches for the world, and if their failure means riches for the 
Gentiles, how much more will their full inclusion mean!10

Why has God allowed a great part of Israel to fall? Is it simply that they were 
stiff-necked and obstinate? No, for St. Paul tells us that this has occurred as 
part of God’s plan of salvation and mercy for all. The obstinacy of Israel that 
we not infrequently see in the Old Testament is a figure of the stiff-necked 
tendency of all mankind.11 We must not think that Israel resisted grace more 

9	  See Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1996).

10	 Rom 11:11–12.
11	 See Mirjam Prager, “Israel in the Parables,” in The Bridge: A Yearbook of Judaeo-Christian 

Studies, ed. John Oesterreicher, Vol. 4 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1961), 44: “I look upon Israel 
as the paradigm of mankind, upon her misstep as the pattern of human failing, upon Scribes and 



 You Shall Be My Witnesses ... 24

The Conversion of Israel and the Second Coming

than we ourselves do! None of us can think that we would have done any 
better than Caiaphas, if left to ourselves.12 St. Paul knew this from personal 
experience. He would still have been persecuting the Church if God had not 
intervened with a superabundant, absolutely unmerited grace.

Somehow the unbelief of a part of Israel, therefore, is included in God’s plan. 
Though God certainly did not directly will their disobedience, and gave each 
person sufficient grace to be saved, He permitted it by not giving to everyone 
the extraordinary graces that He gave to St. Paul and the Apostles. Why? We 
have to leave this as a mystery. 

St. Paul teaches that the ingathering of the Gentiles into the early Church 
was not completely unrelated to the blindness of part of Israel, which will 
be permitted by God until the full number of Gentiles are brought in (Rom 
11:25) and the “times of the Gentiles” are fulfilled. The blindness of Caiaphas 
and other members of the Sanhedrin made possible the redemption of the 
world. Similarly, the opposition of the majority of Israel to the preaching of 
the Apostles provided the occasion for the turn to evangelize the Gentiles, as 
recounted in the Acts of the Apostles.13

But after the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled—which refers to the process 
of preaching the Gospel to all nations (Mt 24:14)—then God will have mercy 
also on the part of Israel that has remained blind to the identity of Christ. St. 
Paul announces this mystery in enigmatic words:

Now I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the 
Gentiles, I magnify my ministry in order to make my fellow Jews jealous, and thus 
save some of them. For if their rejection means the reconciliation of the world, 
what will their acceptance mean but life from the dead?14 

St. Paul is alluding to the conversion of the Jewish people before the Second 
Coming of Jesus,15 and he says that their acceptance of the Gospel will mean 
“life from the dead,” which can be understood in three ways. If we take it in a 
spiritual sense, there are two meanings. It can indicate the spiritual resurrec-
tion of Israel through faith in Christ; it also can be interpreted to refer to the 
spiritual resurrection of many Gentile Christians who will fall away from the 
faith in the time of the great apostasy spoken of by St. Paul in 2 Thessalonians 
2:3, and who will be brought back by the witness of the faith of the people of 
Israel. If “life from the dead” is taken in a bodily sense, then the meaning is 
that the conversion of Israel will mark the approach of the general Resurrection.

Pharisees as types of those hostile to Jesus in every age and place. Only a perspective so wide can 
give the parables their full import; only a perspective so universal can free His authentic message 
to Israel from interpretations that have darkened or overdrawn it.”

12	 God always gives to every man sufficient grace to be saved. Nevertheless, superabundant 
and extraordinary graces are not given equally to all.

13	 See, for example, Acts 13:44–48.
14	 Rom 11:13–15.
15	 See CCC 674.
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St. Thomas Aquinas holds that the phrase “life from the dead” in Romans 
11:15 has all three of these meanings. It indicates (a) a spiritual regeneration 
of the Jewish people, (b) the spiritual regeneration of Gentile Christians who 
have “grown cold” in faith and charity in the time of the great apostasy, and 
also (c) the approach of the general Resurrection. In his commentary on Ro-
mans 11:15, St. Thomas writes:

If the loss of the Jews provided the occasion for the reconciliation of the 
world, in that through the death of Christ we are reconciled with God, what will 
their acceptance be but life from the dead? That is, that the Jews are received again 
by God. . . . What will that reception accomplish, if not that the Gentiles be made 
to rise unto life? For the Gentile faithful will grow cold, according to Mt 24:12: 
“And because wickedness is multiplied, most men’s love will grow cold.” Or also 
those who completely fall—deceived by the Antichrist—will be restored to their 
pristine fervor by the converted Jews. And thus as through the fall of the Jews the 
Gentiles were reconciled after being enemies, so after the conversion of the Jews, 
the end of the world being imminent, there will be the general resurrection, through 
which men will go from death to immortal  life.16

This interpretation implies that when Jews come in significant numbers 
to faith in Christ, they will have an historic ecclesial mission to accomplish: 
confirming their Gentile brethren—fallen-away Catholics—in the faith. 

Charles Cardinal Journet shares the thesis of St. Thomas and develops it. 
He asks:

Now, must one assume that Israel’s reintegration will mark the end of history, 
giving the signal for the Last Judgment and for the final restoration of the universe? 
Or may one assume that Israel’s return will take place within the very web of historic 
time, that indeed it is meant to influence the course of the centuries to come after it? 

He responds that “both opinions are found within the Church,” but neverthe-
less he prefers the second interpretation as being more in harmony with St. 
Paul’s texts in Romans 11:12 and 15:

Impossible, he [St. Paul] declares in the first, that Israel’s restoration should 
not be of inestimable benefit to the other peoples, since even its stumbling marvel-
ously profited them. . . . According to this second view, Israel’s entry will provoke 
within the Church such a resurgence of love as could be compared to a return of 
the dead to life.17

16 	St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 11:15, in Super epistolas S. Pauli lectura, ed. 
Raphael Cai  (Turin: Marietti, 1953), 1:166, n. 890 (my translation and italics). See also Steven 
C. Boguslawski, Thomas Aquinas on the Jews: Insights into His Commentary on Romans 9–11 
(New York: Paulist Press, 2008), 98.

17	 See Charles Cardinal Journet, “The Mysterious Destinies of Israel,” The Bridge: A Yearbook 
of Judaeo-Christian Studies, 2:84–85.
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Romans 11:16–32: God’s Olive Tree
After speaking of Israel’s acceptance of Christ in the latter times and the 

beneficial effects of this conversion for the entire Church, St. Paul goes on to 
infer from this that the Chosen People retains its holy calling and mission of 
giving witness to the Messiah and to God’s fidelity. In Romans 11:16 he says: 
“If the dough offered as first fruits is holy, so is the whole lump; and if the root 
is holy, so are the branches.” In this analogy, St. Paul is comparing the Chosen 
People with the dough from the grain harvest. His point is that if the bread 
made from the first fruits of the harvest is holy and consecrated to God,18 this 
symbolizes that the whole lump—and by extension, the entire harvest—retains 
a connection with that holiness. The first fruits symbolize the Patriarchs with 
whom God made a covenant of love (although it can also refer to Christ and 
the Apostles). Thus the conclusion is that the whole lump of dough—which 
would include the Jewish people today—is still holy and will be the recipient 
of future blessings. They still have a task to accomplish in salvation history. 
He says the same through the analogy of an olive tree. If the root is holy, so 
are the branches. The root here refers to the Patriarchs, and the branches are 
their descendants called to faith in the Messiah throughout the centuries.

St. Paul uses this figure of an olive tree to describe the relation between 
Israel and the Church. Israel is God’s cultivated olive tree. Some of the natu-
ral branches were broken off through unbelief in Christ, which caused Paul 
“unceasing anguish” (Rom 9:2). However, this tragedy gave an occasion for 
the engrafting of wild shoots into the cultivated tree. The wild shoots are the 
Gentiles incorporated into the Church. However, St. Paul warns the Christians 
of Gentile origin that they too can be separated from the olive tree by unbelief: 
“But if some of the branches were broken off, and you, a wild olive shoot, 
were grafted in their place to share the richness of the olive tree, do not boast 
over the branches” (Rom 11:17–18).

Furthermore, he stresses that it is the holy root that supports the engrafted 
branches:

If you do boast, remember it is not you that support the root, but the root that 
supports you. You will say, “Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted 
in.” That is true. They were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand fast 
only through faith. So do not become proud, but stand in awe. For if God did not 
spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you.19

St. Paul then states that God has the power to graft the separated branches 
back in: “For if you have been cut from what is by nature a wild olive tree, and 
grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree, how much more will 
these natural branches be grafted back into their own olive tree” (Rom 11:24).

18	 See Num 15:19–21.
19	 Rom 11:18–21.
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Not only does God have the power to graft the natural branches back again, 
but He will do so in the opportune time, after the full number of the Gentiles 
have come into the Church. St. Paul speaks of this as a “mystery” of faith:

Lest you be wise in your own conceits, I want you to understand this mystery, 
brethren: a hardening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the 
Gentiles come in, and so all Israel will be saved; as it is written, “The Deliverer 
will come from Zion, he will banish ungodliness from Jacob”; “and this will be 
my covenant with them when I take away their sins.” As regards the gospel they 
are enemies of God, for your sake; but as regards election they are beloved for the 
sake of their forefathers. For the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable. Just as 
you were once disobedient to God but now have received mercy because of their 
disobedience, so they have now been disobedient in order that by the mercy shown 
to you they also may receive mercy.20

St. Paul thus firmly defends the continuing nature of God’s plan for His 
Chosen People. The election continues because “God’s gifts and call are ir-
revocable.” This phrase of Romans 11:29 was taken up by the Second Vatican 
Council in the Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 
Religions, called Nostra aetate, which has a luminous section on the relation 
of the Catholic Church to the Jewish people. This brief text has had tremen-
dous importance in diminishing anti-Semitism and in contributing to a proper 
understanding of the enduring mystery of Israel:

God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does not repent 
of the gifts He makes or of the calls He issues—such is the witness of the Apostle 
(see Rom 11:28–29). In company with the Prophets and the same Apostle, the 
Church awaits that day, known to God alone, on which all peoples will address the 
Lord in a single voice and “serve him with one accord” (Zeph 3:9).21

Because God is faithful, the people elected to be the forefathers and kinsmen 
of God made man, remain the Chosen People. God “does not repent of the gifts 
He makes or of the calls He issues” (Nostra aetate 4); “God’s gifts and call 
are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). Israel retains her election and her mission of 
giving a unique witness to the Messiah until the end of history! This election 
and continued mission persist despite the Jews’ lack of belief in Jesus, and will 
reach a glorious culmination when Israel comes (as a people) to faith in Him. 
God will show His fidelity by removing the blindness of Israel with regard to 
the Messiah in the time that He has reserved in His eternal plan. St. Paul tells 
us that that time will be after “the full number of the Gentiles” has come into 
the Church. What is meant by the “full number of the Gentiles”? The Gospel 
must be preached to all nations and cultures,22 so that all may receive mercy 
and the Church may be truly catholic, which means universal. Then it will be 

20	 Rom 11:25–31.
21	 Vatican Council II, Nostra aetate 4. See Is 66:23; Ps 65:4; Rom 11:11–32.
22	 See Mt 24:14: “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached throughout the whole 

world, as a testimony to all nations; and then the end will come.”
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time for mercy to be shown superabundantly to all Israel, so that “all Israel 
will be saved.”23

Drawing on this text of Romans 11, the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
674 treats the theme of the conversion of the Jewish people in the last times:

The glorious Messiah’s coming is suspended at every moment of history until 
his recognition by “all Israel,” for “a hardening has come upon part of Israel” in their 
“unbelief” toward Jesus.24 St. Peter says to the Jews of Jerusalem after Pentecost: 
“Repent therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be blotted out, that times of 
refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Christ 
appointed for you, Jesus, whom heaven must receive until the time for establishing 
all that God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old.”25 St. Paul echoes 
him: “For if their rejection means the reconciliation of the world, what will their 
acceptance mean but life from the dead?”26 The “full inclusion” of the Jews in the 
Messiah’s salvation, in the wake of “the full number of the Gentiles,”27 will enable 
the People of God to achieve “the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ,” 
in which “God may be all in all.”28

Israel’s future recognition of Jesus as the Messiah is foreshadowed in the 
Biblical story of Joseph, the son of Jacob. He can be seen as a figure of Christ, 
and his brothers as a figure of the Jewish people, who rejected Him, but whose 
sin led to the salvation of the whole world. It seems that the typology, how-
ever, does not only foreshadow the Passion and Resurrection of Christ, but 
also includes the Second Coming. For when Joseph was made the distributor 
of all the goods of Egypt, which nourished the whole world, his brothers did 
not know him, nor did they recognize him when they saw him. But Joseph 
knew them and tried their fidelity. In the end, he revealed himself to them, 
and brought them to a privileged position in Egypt. Could this not be seen as 
an allegory of what will happen to the Jews before Christ’s Second Coming? 
Could this be what Bl. John XXIII was referring to when he greeted a group 
of Jews with the words: “I am Joseph your brother”?

Hebrew Catholic Witness
It is our conviction in the Association of Hebrew Catholics that Hebrew 

Catholics are an important witness both to Jews and Gentiles in the context 
of these signs of the times that we have been examining here. We serve as a 
witness to Jews that Jewish identity is not rejected and despised, as it were, 
when one enters the Catholic Church, but is loved. We serve as a witness that 

23	 For a fuller interpretation of Romans 11, see Boguslawski, Thomas Aquinas on the Jews, 
87–130. For the theme of the conversion of the Jews in the last times, see CCC 674, and Lawrence 
Feingold, The Mystery of Israel and the Church: Figure and Fulfillment, Vol. 1 (St. Louis, MO: 
The Miriam Press, 2010), 175–90.

24	 Rom 11:20–26; see Mt 23:39.
25	 Acts 3:19–21.
26	 Rom 11:15.
27	 Rom 11:12, 25; see Lk 21:24.
28	 Eph 4:13; 1 Cor 15:28.
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becoming Catholic does not have to mean complete assimilation and loss of 
all Jewishness, and loss of love for things Jewish. Quite the contrary. The 
general experience of Hebrew Catholics is that entrance into the Church has 
occasioned a far greater love for things Jewish, because we come to understand 
their full meaning in salvation history. It has certainly been my experience and 
that of all Hebrew Catholics that I have met. Showing that love for Israel and 
her history and heritage is an important part of the Hebrew Catholic witness. 
Our witness should help eradicate anti-Semitism in the Church and foster the 
contrary: philo-Semitism. We hope to pass on our enthusiasm also to Catholics 
not from Jewish origins.

Another part of the witness of Hebrew Catholics involves a role in helping 
the Church in the New Evangelization in the midst of an increasingly secular 
and post-Christian society. This relates to St. Thomas Aquinas’ interpretation 
of Romans 11:15. The Hebrew Catholics who come to faith in the time of the 
apostasy will serve to help strengthen the hope of their Gentile brethren in 
the Catholic faith.

Indeed, one of the most beautiful themes St. Paul develops in Romans 11 
is that of the mutual indebtedness of Jews and Gentiles in the Church. The 
Gentiles are obviously debtors to the Jews, from whom they have received the 
Messiah and a share in His mercy and salvation, as engrafted branches into the 
cultivated olive tree of Israel.29 Vatican II emphasizes this in Nostra aetate 4: 

The Church, therefore, cannot forget that she received the revelation of the Old 
Testament through the people with whom God in His inexpressible mercy concluded 
the Ancient Covenant. Nor can she forget that she draws sustenance from the root 
of that well-cultivated olive tree onto which have been grafted the wild shoots, the 
Gentiles (see Rom 11:17–24). . . . She also recalls that the Apostles, the Church’s 
mainstay and pillars, as well as most of the early disciples who proclaimed Christ’s 
Gospel to the world, sprang from the Jewish people.

But Israel that comes to faith in Christ in the latter days will also be indebted 
to the Gentiles in the Church, from whom they in turn will receive the Gospel. 
Every Hebrew Catholic after the age of the Apostles has received the Gospel 
from a Church whose members are predominantly of Gentile origin. 

If we follow the interpretation of St. Thomas Aquinas, finally the Gentiles 
who will have fallen away in the apostasy will be indebted to the witness of the 
Jewish believers who will come into the Church, wake them up and raise them 

29	 See Charles Journet, “The Mysterious Destinies of Israel,” in The Bridge, 2:59: “Christians 
of Gentile stock, latecomers to the Church, owe to the Jewish people from whom God chose the 
Christ, His blessed mother, and His first and fervent followers, an admiration tinged with envy; we 
owe them admiration, which is radically incompatible with contempt, aversion, hatred, in short, 
with anti-Semitism. Then, to this admiration we must join an everlasting gratitude toward those 
first Jews who by grace entered the new faith and were given the mission of carrying with them 
to the Church the sacred patrimony of the Jewish people, notably its most cherished treasure, the 
Law and the Prophets.”
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“from the dead” (Rom 11:15). In this way, God will have mercy on all (Rom 
11:32) through the mutual contribution of Jew and Gentile in God’s plan of 
salvation. May we all—each in our own place—be instruments of that plan!30

30	 St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Romans 11:15, in Super epistolas S. Pauli lectura, ed. 
Raphael Cai  (Turin: Marietti, 1953), 1:166, n. 890 (my translation and italics). See also Steven 
C. Boguslawski, Thomas Aquinas on the Jews: Insights into His Commentary on Romans 9–11 
(New York: Paulist Press, 2008), 98.
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Ed. David Moss interviewed Archbishop 
Burke on Aug 5, 2010 in La Crosse, 
Wisconsin. The recorded interview was 
shown at the AHC Conference, “You Shall 
Be My Witnesses: Hebrew Catholics and the 
Mission of the Church”. The video and audio 
recordings are available on our web site at: 
http://www.hebrewcatholic.org/ahcinterviewofar.html
We are happy to note that since that interview, Archbishop Burke has become a 
Cardinal in the Catholic Church. The following is a transcript of the recorded 
interview.

 

David:   Shalom haMashiach, the Peace of the Messiah. I am David Moss, 
President of the Association of Hebrew Catholics, AHC for short. The AHC 
was launched in 1979 by Elias Friedman, OCD, a Carmelite friar, and Andrew 
Sholl, a holocaust survivor. Fr. Friedman believed we had entered a new phase 
of salvation history, a phase which was characterized by a great number of 
Christians falling away from the faith, simultaneous with a great growth in the 
number of Jews coming to faith. The AHC was launched, therefore, to gather 
Catholics who would help support the rekindling of the Hebrew Catholic wit-
ness analogous to that witness which existed in the first couple of centuries of 
the Church. This rekindling, however, raises a number of issues or questions, 
the answers to which will affect the work of the AHC. 

We are honored and blessed to be able to address some of the most basic 
questions to a man of deep faith and great love for Christ and His Church, 
Archbishop Raymond L. Burke. In 2006, Archbishop Burke of the Archdio-
cese of St. Louis, welcomed the relocation of the AHC to St. Louis. Then in 
2008, His Holiness, Pope Benedict XVI, appointed Archbishop Burke Prefect 
of the Supreme Tribunal of the Apostolic Signatura. Now residing in Rome, 
Archbishop Burke is also a member of five congregations, is the founder of the 
Shrine of Our Lady of Guadalupe, and the International Director of the Marian 
Catechists apostolate. We are most grateful to be given the gift of this interview.

An Interview With 
Archbishop Raymond L. Burke

For the Occasion of the 
AHC Conference of 
October 1-3, 2010
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Archbishop Burke: In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, Amen. Almighty God, we ask You to bless us as we celebrate the 
great gift of Your covenant of faithful and enduring love with us, first given 
through Your chosen people, and through them, given to all the nations. We ask 
You in a very special way to bless the members of the Association of Hebrew 
Catholics, and to give them the grace of a strong witness to Your faithful and 
enduring love in the world, most perfectly manifested in the incarnation of 
Your only begotten Son, through His taking of our human nature in the womb 
of the Virgin Mary. Finally, we ask through her intercession that all of us may 
be ever more faithful witnesses to the great gift of Your love given to us in 
Your holy Church. We ask this through Your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, Who 
is with You and the Holy Spirit, one God, forever and ever. Amen. In the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

David:  Before we begin, your Excellency, I just want to convey the love 
and the good wishes of your many friends in St. Louis and around the world. 
I promised them I would do that.

Archbishop Burke: Well, thank you, and I have to say that St. Louis is 
always in my heart and in my daily prayers and the many wonderful people 
that I met in St. Louis and with whom I was privileged to work, including the 
Association of Hebrew Catholics.

David:  Thank you, your Excellency.

1. David: This first question concerns the continuing election of Jewish 
people who are baptized and enter the Catholic Church.

In the Old Testament, the People Israel are called an elect people, chosen by 
God to be a holy people, to give witness to the one true God and His revela-
tion, to be a light and a blessing to the nations, and to prepare for the Messiah.

Fr. Elias Friedman OCD, founder of the Association of Hebrew Catholics, 
believed “that the purpose of the Election was to give the world both Jesus 
and his prolongation in the Church.” (cf. Jewish Identity, pg 96)  

Additionally, Father believed that “The final aim of the Election is the voca-
tion of Israel to bear collective witness to the Messiah.” (cf. Jewish Identity, 
pg 83) 

However, objections to the ongoing election of the People Israel (i.e., the 
Jewish people) have been raised.

Some have argued that after the Messiah came, the election of Israel was 
fulfilled and therefore came to an end, having no further reason to exist.

Others have argued that the election of the People Israel is absorbed in the 
general election of all who believe and who are baptized in Christ. Thus, they 
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argue that there is no longer anything distinctive about the election of the 
People Israel and that their calling, as a People, has ceased to exist.

[Question]  Would you explain the Church’s view of the election for 
Jews who have been baptized into Christ and His Church? 

Archbishop Burke:	 (I’m) very happy to respond to the question. First of all, 
I think we need to set the response of the question within the context of the 
historic nature of our Catholic faith. God has indeed entered into time. God the 
Son, the second Person of the Holy Trinity, has taken our human flesh, has taken 
a human heart under the Immaculate Heart of Mary, and entered into history. 
That coming of the Messiah, that coming of the Savior, was prepared by the 
Jewish people and was entrusted by God the Father to the Jewish people, His 
chosen people. (They were) as the Scriptures say, a small nation but chosen by 
God for this most important task, that is, to present the Messiah to the world. 
That can never change. 

Our faith is historical. Once our Lord enters into history and acts on our 
behalf, that becomes something for us that is forever treasured. We can never 
say, “Well, now that the Messiah has come, this great gift given to the Jewish 
people no longer has significance. It has even more significance because we 
recognize in the coming of Christ the great gift of God’s love, and it increases 
in us, as Pope Pius XI said, a great love for the Jewish people, who brought 
Christ to the world, (who) presented Christ to the world. 

We needn’t [even] say that our Lord Himself was a member of the chosen 
people. His mother in the human flesh, the Blessed Virgin Mary, was a devout 
member of the chosen people. So that election is not ended. This remains always 
the great vocation of the Jewish people, to present the Messiah to the world. As 
St. Paul reminds us, once God has chosen us for some particular mission, He 
doesn’t change His mind. In other words, this is part of His eternal plan for our 
salvation and is the particular, distinctive role of the chosen people, the Jewish 
people, in the work of salvation. That, for us as Roman Catholics, creates a 
most special bond always with the people of the Jewish faith because we are, 
again as Pope Pius XI said, “We are all spiritual semites.” We are the sons and 
daughters of Abraham, and we feel the closest bond with the Jewish people. 

When Christ came, he made it very clear in the Sermon on the Mount that 
He did not come to abolish the law and the prophets. He did not come in some 
way to repudiate all that God had done in the history of the Jewish people, 
but he had come to bring it to fulfillment. So all of that is treasured in the Old 
Testament, and it remains treasured by us in our time. One excellent example, 
I always think, is the privileged place that the Psalms have in the Catholic 
liturgy and in the daily prayer of the Catholic. These are the great prayers of 
King David so dear to the Jewish people, and also to us. That to me is one of 
the great signs of the bond that exists between us. 
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So to sum up, I would say simply this. Once God made that election of the 
Hebrew nation, of the Jewish people, to be the light to the nations and to be 
the instrument by which all peoples would be welcomed into the household 
of God, He never turns back from that election. It remains today as treasured 
in the Church as it has been from the beginning of that election. So, a Hebrew 
Catholic has a very distinctive witness to give in the Church, and we ought to 
recognize that. All of us who come from different backgrounds give a distinc-
tive witness in the Church, and this is how God works. But the witness of a 
Hebrew Catholic is particularly treasured by the Church because of the rich 
heritage which they bring to the Catholic faith and this mission of presenting 
the Messiah to the world.

2. David: This second question concerns the collective nature of the election 
of the People Israel within the Church.

In the Old Testament, we learn that the election of the People Israel is col-
lective, deriving from the call of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their descendants. 
The collective nature of their election is what has bound them together, striv-
ing to be a holy people, to be a blessing to the nations, and to prepare for and 
receive the Messiah.

Outside the Church, most of Jewry continues to live in accord with the col-
lective nature of their election. 

Since World War II, there has been a large and growing number of Jews 
who have come to believe in Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God. The most 
visible and dynamic of these are the Messianic Jewish congregations, whose 
doctrinal and theological beliefs find their home in non-Catholic Christianity. 
There, they attempt to follow Jesus while trying to preserve the collective na-
ture of their identity and heritage. And this, in turn, removes a great obstacle 
in evangelization.

Since the Second World War, Jews have also entered the Catholic Church 
and have quietly assimilated to the prevailing culture. Fr. Friedman launched 
the AHC because he believed that there should be a dynamic and visible He-
brew Catholic presence within the Church, where their collective identity and 
heritage were preserved.  He believed that their presence would be a living 
witness, to those inside and outside the Church, that the Church is the Mystical 
Body of Christ in which Jew and Gentile have been reconciled. Additionally, 
a collective presence of Hebrew Catholics, approved and encouraged by the 
Church, would help ensure the survival of the Jewish people and their witness 
within the Church. Further, it would strengthen their ability to serve the Lord, 
the Church, and all peoples in accord with their irrevocable calling.
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[Question]  How would the Church view the development of a collective 
presence of Hebrew Catholics, or is there anything doctrinal or theological 
that would argue against such a development?

Archbishop Burke: I do not see that there would be anything in doctrine, or 
theologically, which would argue against such a collective presence of Hebrews 
within the Catholic Church, of Jewish people within the Catholic Church. In 
fact, on the contrary, it seems to me that it’s a great gift to the Catholic Church 
that that collective identity as the chosen people would be cultivated, would not 
be lost, but it would be handed down from one generation to the next. One of 
the sadnesses in the Church, and I think in society in general, is when people 
of a certain heritage do not hand down that heritage to their children, and it’s 
lost. It could be a great enrichment to a culture, to the faith. For instance, I, 
myself, am the child of Irish Catholics, and I treasure very much the spiritual-
ity in which I was raised which had a particularly Irish character to it. It was 
nurtured in Ireland and was brought here by my ancestors. But with the Jew-
ish people, this once again, as I said in answer to the first question, takes on a 
very particular and important nature because it is an identity of the people to 
whom the Messiah came, in order that they, in their turn, might bring Him to 
all the nations. So for the Jewish people, to be a source of unity among all na-
tions, it is very important that first, they be united themselves in the great gift 
that God has given them, the election that is theirs. So I say, on the contrary, 
rather than there being some objection to a collective identity among Hebrew 
Catholics, I see it as a great gift. 

Then if I might make some particular applications, it has seemed to me 
in my study of the sacred liturgy, (and) in my own personal contact with 
Hebrew Catholics, that the Hebrew Catholic brings a tremendous richness 
to the appreciation, for instance, of the liturgical prayers -- the Psalms, the 
Holy Scriptures, especially the readings from the Old Testament, and also the 
whole ritual because we know that the ritual of the Church, the order of the 
Mass, grew out of the worship of the chosen people, which is most natural 
and understandable. Pope Benedict XVI has been very wonderful in drawing 
this to our attention and helping us to appreciate it. 

Also, the great gift of Gregorian chant has its roots in the chant of the chosen 
people, (as do) so many aspects of our liturgy. The Hebrew Catholics, to the 
extent that they’re steeped very much in the heritage of their nation, of their 
people, can offer, then, a great richness to all of us. For that reason, for my 
part, I would see it as a loss, were there not to be a strong collective identity 
among Hebrew Catholics. 

Also, Hebrew Catholics would have a fraternity with one another in order 
to deepen their appreciation for the roots of the Catholic faith in the faith of 
the chosen people. When I participated, for instance, in St. Louis in the Seder 
supper, the Christian Seder supper, I saw this in a wonderful way, how the 
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Hebrew Catholics were bringing through this celebration an ever-deeper ap-
preciation of the meaning of the coming of Christ into the world, of His saving 
death, and then of the continuation of the fruits of His saving death through 
the Holy Eucharist.

3. David: The third question concerns the legitimacy of celebrating various 
traditions of our Jewish heritage, in the light of Christ, within the Church.

The Church and the sacramental economy can be understood in part as 
fulfilling the Torah’s prescriptions, enabling the deepest, most profound un-
derstanding and observance of all the commandments that God intended for 
his People Israel, and made possible through His Son.

There are Hebrew Catholics who wish to preserve their identity and heritage 
through the prayers, celebrations, and discipline of life that is in continuity with 
their lives as Jews before they discovered the Messiah and entered His Church. 
Their prayers, celebrations, and practices would all take place in the light of 
Christ and in accord with the teaching and discipline of the Magisterium.

Fr. Friedman believed that Hebrew Catholics, with the support of the Church, 
could make an important contribution to the new evangelization through their 
collective witness to (1) God’s revelation and mercy throughout the Old Testa-
ment, and (2) to the continuity and fulfillment of that which was hidden in the 
Old Testament and revealed in the New Testament.

However, there are those who argue that any Catholic who participates, 
for example, in a Passover Seder commits a mortal sin. They believe that the 
Seder was a rite of the Old Covenant, which they hold is now superceded by 
the New Covenant.

The AHC would argue that Hebrew Catholics are not celebrating the Seder 
as a rite of the Old Covenant. Like everything else in the Old Testament, the 
Seder, which is the historical practice of most Jews, is now part of the heritage 
of every Catholic. The Seder celebrated in the light of Christ could be consid-
ered a New Testament devotion. It can offer us another opportunity to praise 
God for His mighty deeds and enable us to more concretely experience and 
understand the drama of salvation history as it is ultimately fulfilled in the Mass. 

[Question]  What would the Church say today about Hebrew Catholics 
observing their traditions in the light of Christ?

Archbishop Burke: I think the key is, as you’ve said repeatedly in your 
introduction to the question, that these celebrations are all carried out in the 
light of Christ, in other words, fully informed by the Christian faith, but not 
losing that preparation for Christ which was in the Seder meal and in other 
prayers and rituals of the Jewish people. So, as long as those prayers--let’s 
take, for instance, the Passover Seder--are celebrated with full Christian faith 
in which they take on their fullest meaning, this, I think, is a wonderful devo-
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tion, and I would think a particular devotion for Hebrew Catholics, but also 
for non-Hebrew Catholics who would understand fully the meaning of these 
celebrations. 

I remember that when I took part in the celebration, it was a very careful 
presentation, a narrative that accompanied the celebration, to make very clear 
that the celebration was being carried out with the fullest sense that everything 
that the Seder was about had been fulfilled in Christ and in His supper, the 
last supper, the Holy Eucharist. So for me, these are I believe, very important 
devotions which should be continued. Also, (it is) one of the important ways 
for Hebrew Catholics--what we were talking about before--to cultivate their 
particular identity within the Church, and the particular gift that they bring to 
the Church. As I observed, it’s not something that’s done in any hidden way, 
or ‘This is only for us, because we’re better than everyone else.’ On the con-
trary, I was invited, and others were invited, lay people and other priests, to 
participate in this devotion which was very enriching for me, I must say, as a 
non-Hebrew. So I would encourage (it) very much, and I don’t know of anything 
in the Church which says that this is prohibitive or this is wrong for Hebrew 
Catholics to have these special devotions particular to their own heritage.

4. David: This fourth question… I hope you’ll have a little patience with this 
one because it concerns the way in which, as we do things and we’re bringing 
new treasures out of the storehouse that have not been done in the Church for 
centuries, we’re challenged, and often we’re challenged by (those) bringing 
some argument from some part of Sacred Tradition. So the question is going 
to be concerning how to understand and deal with this.

Some who have observed our work have claimed that if we observe any of 
the traditions of our heritage which the Church does not currently observe, 
then we are judaizing and violating the faith of the Church. To make their 
case, they refer to the Council of Florence and quote some passages from the 
Bull of Union with the Copts (1442), by Pope Eugenius IV. These passages 
forbade the Coptic Christian practice of male circumcision. The pertinent 
passage reads, and I quote:

“Therefore [the Holy Roman Church] denounces all who after [the promulga-
tion of the gospel] 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 it 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.” }

[Ed. The text between the brackets above is included here for a more complete 
statement.]
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In contrast, about 300 years later, in 1756, Pope Benedict XIV in section 67 
of an encyclical entitled “Ex Quo”, wrote the following. I quote:

{ “Certain schismatics have tried to calumniate the Latin church by saying that 
it judaizes by consecrating unleavened bread, observing the Sabbath, and retain-
ing the anointing of kings among the sacred rites. But Leo Allatius counters their 
rash claim in his splendid work de perpetua consensione Ecclesiae Occidentalis 
et Orientalis, bk. 3, chap. 4. He refutes them particularly by arguing as follows: 
“Since Jews observe Sabbaths, a man who observes Sabbaths acts in Jewish fashion: 
therefore the man who does not eat the flesh of strangled animals acts in Jewish 
fashion since the Jews are forbidden by the Law to eat such food: but the Greeks 
do not eat such food: therefore, the Greeks judaize” (loc. cit. n. 4). Then to Our 
purpose he concludes (n. 9) that }

... it cannot be absolutely asserted that the man judaizes who does something in 
the Church which corresponds to the ceremonies of the old Law. “If a man should 
perform acts for a different end and purpose (even with the intention of worship 
and as religious ceremonies), not in the spirit of that Law nor on the basis of it, 
but either from personal decision, from human custom, or on the instruction of the 
Church, he would not sin, nor could he be said to judaize. So when a man does 
something in the Church which resembles the ceremonies of the old Law, he must 
not always be said to judaize.”

[Ed. The text between the brackets above is included for a more complete 
statement.]

The encyclical by Pope Benedict XIV provides a different perspective 
than the bull by Pope Eugenius. Of course, they were each treating different 
problems. Neither was dealing with the issue of preserving the identity and 
heritage of Israelites within the Church, an issue whose time had not yet come.    

[Question]  Can you give us some guidance as to how we are to approach, 
interpret, and understand these two teachings, which seem so contrary?

Archbishop Burke: Yes. One has to understand that you’re dealing with two 
different contexts: first of all, the situation that Pope Eugenius faced, and that 
which Pope Benedict the Fourteenth was facing. But at the same time, you’re 
observing what we call a development of doctrine, in the sense that it’s the 
one and the same doctrine of the truth of the Catholic faith, but a development 
in the understanding with regard to the practice of that faith. I believe also in 
the text of Pope Eugenius that what he’s dealing with is people who would 
carry out these practices in a way to renounce their Catholic faith, in other 
words, to make them conditions for salvation, which they are not, as opposed 
to someone who circumcises or takes part in some other ritual as a Catholic 
but is not imposing this on everyone else, for instance, the situation in the early 
Church where the Judaizers were trying to impose circumcision on everyone. 
The Church didn’t condemn the people for being circumcised. It just said you 
can’t impose this on everyone as a condition for salvation. 
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In the same way, too, St. Paul cautioned the people that they shouldn’t do 
things that would be a scandal to the Jewish people with regard to eating meats 
that were prohibited, and so forth, because this was harmful to their faith. We 
see this kind of understanding that certain observances are not contrary to the 
faith. Circumcision is not a denial of the Catholic faith. A certain care about 
eating some foods out of respect for others doesn’t deny your Catholic faith. In 
fact, it shows a rather charitable and understanding attitude. So Pope Benedict 
the Fourteenth is reflecting that more clearly in his text, that you could have 
a very devout Catholic, even like the members of the Association of Hebrew 
Catholics, following, I would say, the inspired leadership of Fr. Friedman, who 
continue certain practices that they had as Jews, as devout Jews, but with a fully 
informed Catholic faith and not in any way trying to deny their Catholic faith. 

There should not be anything in Jewish practice which is in itself a denial 
of the Catholic faith because everything that our Lord revealed to His chosen 
people was in view of the coming of the Messiah. So all of those rituals and 
practices understood properly are going to be able to be carried out and prac-
ticed by Hebrew Catholics, once again, with a fully Catholic faith. If there 
was some practice, for instance, let’s say that there was some practice which 
involved a denial of the victory of Christ over sin and death, that would be a 
different story. For instance, if someone was having recourse to a shaman for a 
healing, not believing that it is Christ alone Who heals us and restores us, that 
could be a difficulty. But not these practices, all of which were preparing for 
Christ’s coming. Christ Himself said, I haven’t come to abolish these things 
but to bring them to their fulfillment. So I don’t see that difficulty, and I think 
one has to be very careful in bringing forward texts like this to condemn a 
present situation without putting then first, that text in its context, and then 
also the present situation. As you say, the time hadn’t come yet for this kind 
of distinctive identity of the Hebrew Catholics within the Church. Now it has, 
but these texts don’t present a hindrance to that, or a roadblock, or in any way 
discourage what I would see as a great gift to the Church.

4-A David: [Extra Question] In Hebrews, there’s a discussion about the 
practices of the Old Testament or about a shadow, (that) even though they 
had a reality to them, they were but a shadow of the greater reality that 
comes about through Jesus, the Eucharist, the Sacrament. So the question 
that’s posed to us:  ‘Why do we want to go back and entertain a shadow 
when we have the reality?’ How would you address that?

Archbishop Burke:  The word ‘shadow’ that’s used can also be understood 
using a different term which is very dear to the Church. We call (it) a ‘type’ 
or a ‘foreshadowing’, not a shadow in the sense of something that was dark 
or dim, but a foreshadowing, something that was lighting the way or show-
ing us, giving us a sign of what was to come. Take, for instance, the paschal 
lamb. Church iconography is filled with images of the paschal lamb. That’s not 
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viewed as something pagan or as something negative. In fact, that paschal lamb 
helps us to understand the richness of the salvation which was accomplished 
by our Lord Jesus Christ. 

There are so many other symbols that we use in Church art, in iconography, 
that are taken directly from the Jewish religion and are not considered to be in 
some way, how should I say, retrograde or negative or poor representations. 
Instead, (they are) seen as something very rich. The figure of Melchizedek, 
for instance, and his offering, was classically represented on communion rails 
and on altars, and so forth, of the Catholic Church. Again, the paschal lamb 
is another example. I think, for instance, too, of the Ten Commandments, of 
the Decalogue. When I was growing up as a Catholic, that was foundational. 
Of course, it should be--the learning of the Decalogue as the way of life of a 
Catholic, certainly completed by our Lord Jesus Christ – but not in any way, 
not even in the slightest letter, lost. So I think that the passage from Hebrews 
has to be understood in that light, not ‘shadow’ in the sense of something that 
darkens our vision of the truth, but rather as something that leads us to a deeper 
appreciation of the truth. Does that make sense?

David: Thank you. That was an unexpected question…
Archbishop Burke: But a good question, I must say, not to flatter you.

5. David: This fifth question concerns the life of Hebrew Catholics in the 
Church today.

A reading of the signs of the times inspired Fr. Elias Friedman to write the 
book Jewish Identity. Fr. Friedman believed that we had entered a new phase 
of salvation history, witnessed to by the disappearance of Christendom, the 
great apostasy from the Catholic faith, the holocaust, the return of the Jews to 
their ancestral home, Vatican Council II, the growing and aggressive forces 
of secularism, the large number of Jews coming to faith in Christ, and the 
reawakening of Islam.

Fr. Friedman also believed that the time had come when God would once 
again call the Jews to work within the Church in support of its mission of evan-
gelization and sanctification, even confronting the forces of the anti-Gospel. 
And in keeping with God’s call to Fr. Friedman, Father and Andrew Sholl, a 
survivor of the concentration camps, launched the AHC.

To function as a people in bearing witness to the Messiah and His Church, 
it will be necessary to develop new ways to preserve their collective identity 
and heritage within the Church. Today, there is much that needs to be done in 
terms of catechesis, spiritual direction, and other types of support, to counter 
negative understandings and to help Hebrew Catholics live out the irrevocable 
calling they have received from God.
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[Question]  What counsel would you provide to Hebrew Catholics re-
garding the preservation of their identity, and heritage, and life within 
the Church?

Archbishop Burke: Well, I’m very inspired by Fr. Friedman’s vision, and 
I believe that he is quite correct. The Venerable Pope John Paul II repeatedly 
called Catholics to the work of the new evangelization (and) brought to our 
attention the “de-Christianization”, as Pope Paul VI said, of the world. Nations 
which were once Christian, and strongly Christian, now were carrying out a 
life, to use Pope John Paul II’s term, “as if God did not exist.” Pope Benedict 
XVI has talked about it as “the tyranny of relativism”, a secularization that’s 
taking place. So there’s a need to live the Catholic faith, as Pope John Paul II 
said, with the enthusiasm and energy of the first disciples, of the first missionar-
ies. I see in this a particular gift of the Hebrew Catholics because of the strong 
sense that is inherent in the Jewish faith, as I understand it, of God’s presence 
with us in the world. It’s absolutely contrary for a true person of Jewish faith 
to not have a sense that God is always with us, guiding and directing all the 
affairs of man and of the world. This is what we need to recover so much, 
and of course, the Hebrew Catholic understands this in a very particular way: 
the presence of Christ, now seated in glory at the right hand of the Father, 
but alive in His Church through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. I believe 
that the Hebrew Catholics have a particularly strong sense, almost a palpable 
sense, of the work of the Holy Spirit, the presence of the Holy Spirit dwelling 
within us, and that’s literally true, and dwelling within the whole Church for 
the work of the salvation of the world. 

So my counsel to the Hebrew Catholics would be to take up in a particular 
way the work of the new evangelization to assist the Church in bringing the 
great gift of Christ alive in the Church through the Holy Spirit to the world, 
responding to that great hunger and thirst that’s in every human heart, really, 
for the knowledge and love of God which our Lord Jesus Christ gives us. I 
believe that the Hebrew Catholics have this gift in a most particular way to 
offer and can help the rest of us to understand better how to carry out the new 
evangelization and also to be more ardent in carrying out the new evangeliza-
tion. We cannot understand enough its importance, and we cannot be ever too 
ardent in carrying it out in our time. These are critical times, and the answer 
to the times, as our present Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI has so often 
reminded us, is a Person, and the Person is Jesus Christ.

David:  Thank you, your Excellency. I truly believe your words are going 
to be a blessing to our work.

Archbishop Burke: I hope so, and I’m going to pray very much for the 
conference in October, and I’m very sorry I can’t be there in person. But I 
think this is the next best thing.
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Elias Friedman, O.C.D. 
Founder,  Association of Hebrew Catholics

Jacob Friedman was born into a Jewish family, 
March 11, 1916, in Capetown, South Africa. Af-
ter his Bar Mitzvah, he assumed an agnostic state 
as far as religious observance was concerned, 
until he could prove the truths of the tradition 
into which he had been born. He initially got in-
terested in Zionism, with the hope that this would 
address the “Jewish problem” which he defined 
as both internal and external. He described the 
internal problem as the threat of assimilation 
and decline of religious faith; and the external 
problem as anti-semitism.

In 1940, having entered the South African 
Medical Corps as a doctor, he was touched by grace, became acutely aware of 
the darkness he had been living in, and began again to pray, read the Old Testa-
ment, search for God and, with some violence – he began to correct his faults. 

The following question arose in his mind: 
Given the existence of God, whose goodness I had never questioned and in 

whose Providence I had every reason to believe, how could the Jewish problem 
be explained? 

The answer came in a shaft of light: Jesus Christ.
I immediately accepted the response as the best explanation, because it em-

braced the entire destiny of the Jews, without neglecting a single aspect, which 
was not the case with other explanations.” “The historical reality of the fate of 
Israel appeared to me so strong an argument for the divinity of Jesus Christ that 
all difficulties, which my agnostic past and scientific formation could have raised 
against the possibility of miracles and prophecy, fell away. Therefore, Jesus was 
all he claimed to be: the Messiah, the Son of God.

Once Father understood that Christ had given universal proportions to the 
Mosaic Revelation, he proceeded to be instructed in the Catholic faith and 
was baptized on Aug. 5, 1943.

He immersed himself in Catholic literature and, from a request by Fr. Owen 
McCann, soon to become Archbishop of Cape Town, he wrote the book Re-
demption of Israel (Sheed & Ward, 1947).
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He then writes of an experience which directed him towards the priesthood.
 Suddenly, I was brought to a standstill by an overwhelming impression. It 

was as if an invisible but clearly comprehended being was present before me, 
who ordered me with supreme authority to embrace the priesthood. Words cannot 
convey the force with which the command was issued to me. I heard no words 
spoken but the communication touched the deepest region of my soul. I confess 
that it was a painful, yes, unpleasant experience. What was there for me to do? 
One thing only: I had to bend and obey. The presence disappeared, as if it had been 
waiting for my consent.

While in England studying for the priesthood, he came across an anthol-
ogy of excerpts of St. John of the Cross. Having had no prior interest in the 
Carmelites, he read this book at one sitting. He writes: 

When I had finished I knew with unalterable certainty that God willed me to 
be a Carmelite, that he was leaving only one direction open to me along which I 
was to journey.

Ordination to the priesthood took place on June 29, 1953 and he arrived at 
Stella Maris Monastery, Mt Carmel, Haifa on Sept 7, 1954.

Association of  Hebrew Catholics
In 1979, Fr. Elias Friedman wrote to Msgr. William Carew, then Apostolic 

Delegate of Jerusalem, objecting to an opinion he had encountered in a Jesuit 
publication, which read as follows:

The conversion of Israel would be the definitive solution (to the Jewish prob-
lem) on condition that once they have become Christians, Jews lose their nationality.

Msgr. Carew responded
I personally believe that we should enable them (the Jews) to accept Christ 

and His Church without assimilation.

From this response, and following upon 40 years of study, prayer and discus-
sion, Fr. Elias launched the Association of Hebrew Catholics in 1979 with the 
help of Andrew Sholl, a survivor of the Nazi concentration camp. 

In 1982, the South African Bishop’s Conference, in Plenary Session, 
unanimously recommended to the Holy See Father’s idea for a Community of 
Israelites in the Church.

In the mid 1980’s, the AHC came to the United States through the efforts 
of Msgr. Eugene Kevane, Ronda Chervin, and others.

The Miriam Press was established and in 1987 published its first book, Jew-
ish Identity, by Fr. Friedman, which provides the theological and historical 
basis for our work.

I assumed responsibility for The Hebrew Catholic  in 1990 and in 1994 was 
asked by Fr. Friedman to lead the AHC as President.

In 1999, Fr. Friedman passed over to his eternal reward.
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In Sept 2001, we relocated to Ypsilanti, Michigan.
In March 2002, we received the approbation and blessing of Bishop Carl 

Mengeling.
In November 2006, with the gracious welcome of Archbishop Raymond 

L. Burke, we relocated to St. Louis MO, establishing our headquarters there. 

You are my witnesses . . .
Towards the end of the Babylon captivity, the Lord consoled the People Israel  

by reaffirming their calling through the mouth of the prophet Isaiah (43:10-11).
You are my witnesses,” says the LORD, “and my servant whom I have 

chosen, that you may know and believe me and understand that I am He. Before 
me no god was formed, nor shall there be any after me. 11 I, I am the LORD, and 
besides me there is no savior.

Before the coming of Jesus, the People Israel were chosen to be a holy people 
and a people who would be a witness to the one true God before all the nations, 
and who would prepare for the coming of the Messiah.

700 – 800 years later, the Messiah came and was received by a remnant of 
the People Israel.

In Acts 1:8, Jesus tells another remnant of His 
people, the apostles:

... you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit 
has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses 
in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the 
end of the earth.

Through the apostles, Jesus was telling the People 
Israel how they would now be His witnesses. 

(1) Truth: The book of Acts witnesses to a new 
phase in the drama of salvation history, a phase that 
was hidden in the Old Testament and now revealed in the New. Now that this 
phase has arrived, the witness of the People had to change. The Gospel and 
Jesus were the new truths that had to be proclaimed and witnessed to.

(2) Way: The People Israel, themselves, would undergo and experience 
many changes because of the fulfillment of Torah and Temple. This fulfill-
ment was brought about by the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus and 
the establishment of His Church. Jesus and His Church were to be the new 
way of the People.

(3) Life: And, finally, in holiness and in the perfection of love, the People 
Israel would be universalized, now to include the peoples from all the na-
tions. This new Israel would have to deal with opposition to the truths they 
proclaimed and the way that they followed. The opposition would become 
persecution, and perhaps martyrdom, as our Lord had warned would come to 
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His disciples. This new way, following the pattern set by our Lord, included 
suffering for the love of God and man. This way was to be understood and 
lived out in a new life, a life that was given birth through baptism and made 
capable of participation in the very life of God. 

In short, all disciples of Jesus would need the power of the Holy Spirit to 
proclaim the new truths that Jesus revealed, to live in the new way that those 
truths called them to, and to participate in the new life of Jesus, in and through 
the Church. And so, in continuity with the calling of the People of God before 
Messiah came, the new People of God that followed the resurrection of Messiah 
would become witnesses to the way, the truth, and the life when the power of 
the Holy Spirit came upon them.

Witness
The Old Testament Scripture was a witness to the People Israel as they 

journeyed through time, learning the meaning of holiness, being blessed when 
they lived in accord with God’s will, being chastised when they didn’t. The 
People, in their lives, in their successes and in their failures, become living 
witnesses to the providential love and faithfulness of God, as he guided them 
in preparation for the fulfillment of their two-millennia-old mission, the com-
ing of the Messiah.

The New Testament is also a witness to this People, especially the remnant 
who believed in the Messiah when He came, became His disciples, and formed 
the Church.

While many Jews became followers of the Messiah, we know that many 
did not believe. And in the mystery of God’s providence, St. Paul tells us that 
through their transgression – their failure to believe, salvation had come to 
the Gentiles.

And so, the Jews who had become disciples of Jesus reached out to the 
nations, spreading the Gospel, making disciples and baptizing them, as their 
Lord had commanded.

And now, Ephesians, beginning in verse 13, chapter 2, tells us that the Gen-
tiles, the people of the nations, who were once far from the God of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, 

... have been brought near in the blood of Christ.  For he is our peace, who has 
made us both one, and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility...

Within approximately three centuries, the Church became almost entirely 
Gentile. By approximately the fourth century, the last remaining Hebrew 
Catholic communities had disappeared.

The Gospel bore great fruit amongst the Gentiles. Souls were saved, great 
saints and doctors of the Church arose. The faith and sacraments of the Catholic 

Your Shall Be My Witnesses ... (Acts 1:8)



 You Shall Be My Witnesses ... 46

Church inspired a civilization. The pervasive influence of the Gospel can be 
seen in architecture, art, music, literature, medicine, education, etc.

Amid sin and heresy, there was a real acceptance and spreading of the 
faith, which became the very center of the lives of multitudes of people and 
the governing influence on the social order and public life of what was called 
Christendom.

The fruitfulness of the Gospel amongst the Gentiles was a great gift of God.
This was the times of the Gentiles. They had assumed the responsibility of 

Israel for giving collective witness to Yeshua and were very successful amongst 
the nations in the Church’s mission of evangelization and sanctification.

For that part of Israel blind to the Messiah, the time of grace and glory for 
the Gentiles was a time of exile and persecution. Jesus had prophesied this in 
Luke (21:23-24), 

Alas for those who are with child and for those who give suck in those days! 
For great distress shall be upon the earth and wrath upon this people; (24)  they will 
fall by the edge of the sword, and be led captive among all nations; and Jerusalem 
will be trodden down by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.

In 70 AD, the Temple was destroyed and the first Jewish revolt against the 
Romans was crushed. So too was the second revolt in 135 AD, and the people 
went into exile. 

As Rabbinical Judaism developed after the destruction of the Temple, there 
is no doubt that it took over and taught many of the truths of Mosaic Judaism. It 
preserved the Jewish People under God’s providence for century upon century.

Even apart from Jesus and the New Covenant, the Jewish people have borne 
witness to God and His faithfulness. 

Additionally, the Jews as a People have also served as icons of humanity, 
witnessing to the full range of human potential and accomplishment, both 
positive and negative. What other people has had the fortune to have their 
family history portrayed in a book that billions of people would read and guide 
their lives by, a book we call Sacred Scripture? The persecution they have 
suffered over the last two millennia, many times at the hands of “Christians”, 
led Jacques Maritain to say that their journey through history since the time 
of Christ was one long via dolorosa. Did not their suffering, culminating in 
the Holocaust, bear an unspeakable witness to the dehumanizing influence of 
satan and “original sin” in the persecutors, even amongst the baptized?

Over the last millennia and a half, Jews have continued to discover the Mes-
siah and enter His Church. As individuals, they have contributed their lives and 
gifts to Jesus and His Church and to the prevailing Gentile cultures. Within the 
Church, however, their Jewish identity was neither supported nor preserved in 
their offspring. Consequently, the corporate witness of the Jewish people to 
Christ and His Church no longer existed. The problem was such that the very 
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term Christian or Catholic came to imply a Gentile believer in Christ, and the 
term Jew came to imply one who did not believe in Christ.

And so it has remained until recent times, until the twentieth century.

New Phase of Salvation History
Fr. Freidman believed we had entered a new phase of salvation history 

and provided a reading of the signs of the times in his book Jewish Identity. 
Amongst the various signs, he identified the following:

1. The great apostasy of the Gentile populations which made up the 
Church. Fr. Freidman believed that the apostasy effectively began with the 
Protestant Reformation, a religious rebellion that destroyed the unity of faith 
and established a multitude of competing interpretations of the Gospel. Spurred 
on by the secular events and movements of the next few centuries, the apostasy 
would eventually bring about the demise of Christendom and other twentieth 
century horrors such as Stalin’s regime, the holocaust, and abortion, to name 
only a few.

2. The return of the Jews to the Holy Land. Three years following the 
holocaust, a Jewish state was established in the land of Israel. Then the ingath-
ering began, first from devastated war-torn Europe, then later from Ethiopia 
and Russia. The key event, we believe, was the reunification of Jerusalem in 
the Six Day War of 1967, fulfilling the prophecy of Luke 21:24:

... and Jerusalem will be trodden down by the Gentiles, until the times of the 
Gentiles are fulfilled.

3. Large numbers of Jews have come to faith in Jesus since World War 
II. By some estimates, the numbers of Jews coming to faith in Jesus may be 
the largest since apostolic times. Many have entered the Catholic Church and 
the various Christian denominations, with the largest and most visible numbers 
finding their way into the fast growing Messianic Jewish movement.

4. The Second Vatican Council. In addition to all its other pastoral initia-
tives, the Council included important statements leading to new attitudes and 
teachings regarding the Jews. The Council also initiated a new exploration by 
the Church into the mystery of Israel.

To deal with the great apostasy within the Church and the growing secu-
larization of cultures in modernity’s flight from God, the Council called the 
entire Church to a new evangelization, including a re-evangelization of the 
nations that once made up Christendom. 

Fr. Friedman believed that the Jews who had been baptized and who had 
entered the Church had an important role to play in this new evangelization. 

Father saw the Divine hand of God moving through history with both Israel 
and the Church being prepared for the ingrafting. The term ingrafting refers to 
the natural branches, the Jewish people outside the Church, at the time when 
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they will be given the gift of faith and will be grafted back onto the olive tree 
from which they came, now known as the Catholic Church. (See Romans 11)

On the one hand, the Jewish People were being gathered into their ancestral 
homeland: a material means to the spiritual end of their ingrafting. 

On the other hand, the Church, suffering its greatest apostasy while at the 
same time inaugurating a new relationship with the Jewish people, was also 
being prepared for the ingrafting. 

As part of the preparation for the ingrafting, Fr. Friedman believed strongly 
that the Jews who had entered the Church needed to preserve their identity and 
their heritage and to once again exercise their irrevocable calling, particularly 
with regard to their collective witness to Jesus and His Church. This thinking 
has seemed, so fittingly and providentially, to accompany the Church’s call for 
a new evangelization, the dialogue with the Jewish people, and the Church’s 
exploration of the mystery of Israel. 

Our Lord’s call to be His witnesses is vital and urgent. In 1976, during his 
farewell address in New York, Karol Cardinal Wojtyla, the future Pope John 
Paul II, stated:

We are now standing in the face of the greatest historical confrontation human-
ity has gone through. I do not think that wide circles of the American society or 
wide circles of the Christian community realize this fully. We are now facing the 
final confrontation between the Church and the anti-Church, of the Gospel versus 
the anti-Gospel. This confrontation lies within the plans of Divine Providence; it is 
a trial which the whole Church… must take up. (Wall Street Journal, Nov. 9, 1978)

And the Catechism of the Catholic Church 675 states:
 Before Christ’s second coming the Church must pass through a final trial that 

will shake the faith of many believers.

Aims of the AHC
It was to take up this challenge, that Fr. Friedman launched the Association of 

Hebrew Catholics. He believed that the final aim of the election of the Jewish 
people was to provide a collective Jewish witness to Jesus and His Church.

A collective Hebrew Catholic witness:
• Can help restore the understanding of the Church as Jew and Gentile 

reconciled in Christ;
• Can help remove obstacles for the Jewish people to consider the Gospel 

as they come to see their identity and their heritage being preserved within 
the Church;

• Can help Messianic Jews and all non-Catholic Christians discover the 
fullness of faith in the Catholic Church as they come to see the Jewish people 
living out their heritage within the Church;
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• Can help Muslims discover that Jesus was not only a prophet, but that 
Jesus truly died on the cross and that He is the second person of the One God;

• Can help those of other faiths, or of no faith, discover the truth in the 
person of Jesus as they come to see many Jews attend Mass to worship the 
Jewish Messiah;

• Can help all Catholics grow in their faith as they learn and experience 
their Jewish roots. 

The aims, therefore, of the Association of Hebrew Catholics include the 
following: 

• To gather the Jews who have entered the Church and to help rekindle their 
irrevocable calling, providing a collective witness to Jesus and His Church;

• To preserve the identity and heritage of the Jewish people within the Church;
• To provide pastoral support for those Jews who have entered the Church;
• To provide support for Jews who are searching and inquiring about Jesus 

and the Church;
• To be an integral part of the new evangelization, contributing a vibrant 

and rich Jewish perspective;
• To be an eschatological sign of the ingrafting, which may have already 

begun;
• To help all Catholics understand the Jewish roots of their faith;
• To be a witness to the Jewish people that the cross is not a sign of persecu-

tion, but rather of sacrificial love, that Jesus is the glory of Israel;
• To be a witness to 4 millennia of God’s merciful providence and fidelity, 

first to the People of Israel, next to the peoples of the world, and finally, to 
this world of the 21st century that is in a flight from God;

• And, finally, to hasten the day when all Israel shall proclaim:
Blessed is He who comes in the Name of the Lord. 

Jesus tells us in Matthew 23 that this acclamation said by His Jewish people 
is necessary before they will see Him again.

The Church is now engaged in a dialogue with the Jewish people. This 
dialogue relates to the People Israel outside the Church. Fr. Friedman estab-
lished the AHC to address the question and issues of the People Israel inside 
the Church.

We welcome all Catholics to collaborate with us in this next phase of sal-
vation history. You are most welcome to join or start an AHC Havurah – a 
fellowship of Catholics who come together to pray, study, and celebrate. More 
information on the havurah can be found on our web site at: 

http://www.hebrewcatholic.org/AboutheAHC/Havurah/ahchavurot.html
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I have heard Catholics of Gentile origin express their 
gratitude for the Jewish people from whom Jesus came. 
May I add that this Jew, David Moss, is grateful for 
the peoples of Gentile origin who have preserved and 
spread the Gospel through two millennia so that I too 
could discover our Lord – the fulfillment of Israel’s 
hopes, and the King of the Jews and of all nations. 

From  a transcript of my talk given in New York, March   2005, and included 
in The Hebrew Catholic, #82,

As part of the preparation for the ingrafting, Fr. Friedman believed strongly 
that the Jews who had entered the Church needed to preserve their identity and 
their heritage and to once again exercise their collective and irrevocable calling, 
especially with regard to their collective witness to Jesus and His Church. This 
thinking has seemed to so fittingly and providentially accompany the Church’s call 
for a new evangelization, a re-evangelization, the dialogue with the Jewish people, 
and the Church’s exploration of the “mystery of Israel.” Here are some thoughts of 
leading Churchmen in accord with the thinking of Fr. Friedman.

From The Church of God by Fr. Louis Bouyer; included in The Hebrew 
Catholic, #78.

Judeo-Christianity cannot be considered a transitory phase of abolished Chris-
tianity, forever surpassed by pagano-Christianity, which would have triumphed over 
it. The Christian synthesis must always be renewed by renewing its contact with 
the primary and, in a sense, definitive expression of the Gospel, in the categories 
and forms of Judaism.

Judeo-Christianity, as Paul and Peter recognized and proclaimed, remains 
forever the mother form of Christianity, to which all other forms must always have 
recourse. It is therefore a weakness for the Church that Judeo-Christianity, from 
which it was born and from which it cannot free itself, no longer subsists in her 
except in tracings. It can be believed that she will not reach the ultimate stage of 
her development except by rediscovering it — fully living in her.

On Jews Within the Church
Compiled by David Moss

On Jews Within the Church
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From The Mystery of Christmas by Fr. Raniero Cantalamessa; included in 
The Hebrew Catholic, #72.

If Christ is “the glory of his people, Israel’, we Christians must do all we can, 
first of all to acknowledge this ourselves and then to remove the obstacles that 
prevent Israel from acknowledging it.

. . .

... the Church is responsible for Israel!  It is responsible in a unique way, dif-
ferently from how it is to all other people.  The Church alone guards in her heart 
and keeps alive God’s project for Israel.

. . .
What is required is that the Israel according to the flesh enter into and be-

come part of the Israel according to the Spirit, without for this having to cease 
being Israel also according to the flesh which is its only prerogative.

... because only in Christ is the destiny of the Hebrew people fulfilled and 
its greatness discovered.

. . .

...  it is certain that the rejoining of Israel with the Church will involve a  
rearrangement in the Church; it will mean a conversion on both sides.

From Chapter 14 in Epiphany: A Theological Introduction to Catholicism 
by Fr. Aidan Nichols, O.P.; included in The Hebrew Catholic, #78.

Judaism’s distinctive continuing light can add to the Church an orthopractic 
concern with the mitzvoth, the divine precepts, whose actualization is a sign that 
makes present the Creator’s reign and a celebration of a total liturgy, referring the 
creation to the Creator and so consecrating it to God through human agency.

Since Judaism is not in the fullest sense a different religion from Christianity, 
there can be and are such a thing as Hebrew Catholics, Jews who have entered 
the Church but with every intention of maintaining their Jewish heritage intact. 
They insist with Paul that “God has not rejected his people whom he foreknew,” 
for “the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). A Catholic Christian, 
contemplating the mystery of Israel, can be, accordingly, only a qualified superses-
sionist. Inasmuch as Israel’s Messiah has come, and fashioned his new community, 
the call of Israel is indeed superseded. Yet the vocation of Israel, to witness that 
the One who has come is truly her long-expected Savior and that the salvation 
he wrought is the genuine fulfillment of the promises of the Hebrew Bible, re-
mains intact. For the Paul of Romans, the prospect of this perduring election of 
Israel reaching full term is a cause of eschatological joy: “If their trespass means 
riches for the world, and if their failure means riches for the Gentiles, how much 
more will their full inclusion mean!” (11:12). Hebrew Catholics, meanwhile, have 
a special place within the Church; their association enables them to experience 
a common identity as the prototype of the Israel of the end, and not merely a 
random collection of assimilated Jews.
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From an article on The Jewish People and their Sacred Scriptures in the 
Christian Bible by Roch Kerestzy, O Cist. in the Winter 2002 issue of Com-
munio; included in The Hebrew Catholic, #80.

Reflecting upon Israel’s resistance, we should ask ourselves if God does not 
allow it because we have ignored the significance of historic Israel, the noble olive 
tree into which we Gentile-Christians have been grafted and in whose rich sap we 
share (Rom 11:17-18). What should we say to the Jews who think that any baptized 
Jew is a loss for the people of Israel? The cross of Jesus Christ has removed the 
separating wall between Jews and Gentiles and united us into one body, into his own 
Body. Should Israel turn to Christ, it seems that its great challenge would be to die 
to its own separate status and to embrace all humankind in the Church. However, 
analogously to the individual Christian whose dying with Christ results in a new 
risen life with Him, an Israel that would die to its own refusal of Christ would be 
exalted to a new life in Christ. It would not lose its identity but rather discover 
its own transcendent perfection and dignity. It would look upon its privilege of 
being the firstborn son of God as a service for all the nations. Its great joy and pride 
would spring from the fact that ‘the fullness of the world is elevated to the dignity 
of Israel.’* Then it would discover in the face of Jesus its own deepest mystery, 
the face of the eternal Israel of God.

*. “ut in Israeliticam dignitatem totius mundi transeat plenitudo” (Prayer of 
the Easter Vigil in the Roman Rite).

From Christ’s Fulfillment of Torah and Temple by Matthew Levering.
In recognizing that Israel prefigures Christ, one does not therefore dismiss 

Israel as a reality in itself. Rather, as Aquinas explains, each aspect of Israel’s his-
tory takes on importance in a way that no other ancient people’s history does. (p. 27) 

From Behold the Pierced One by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger.
In the time of Jesus, too, Passover was celebrated in the homes and in families, 

following the slaughter of the lambs in the Temple. ... Israel had to make a pilgrim-
age, as it were, to the city every year at Passover in order to return to its origins, 
to be recreated and to experience once again its rescue, liberation and foundation. 
A very deep insight lies behind this. In the course of a year, a people is always in 
danger of disintegrating, not only through external causes, but also interiorly, and 
of losing hold of the inner motivation which sustains it. It needs to return to its 
fundamental origin. Passover was intended to be this annual event in which Israel 
returned from the threatening chaos (which lurks in every people) to its sustaining 
origin; it was meant to be the renewed defense and recreation of Israel on the basis 
of its origin. And since Israel knew that the star of its election stood in the heavens, 
it also knew that its fortunes, for good or ill, had consequences for the whole world; 
it knew that the destiny of the earth and of creation was involved in its response, 
whether it failed or passed the test.

Jesus too celebrated Passover according to these prescriptions, at home with 
his family; that is to say, with the Apostles, who had become his new family. ... thus 
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the Church is the new family, the new city, and for us she signifies all that Jerusalem 
was - that living home which banishes the powers of chaos and makes an area of 
peace, which upholds both creation and us. ... There are many reasons, I believe, 
why we should take a new look at these factors at this time and allow ourselves to 
respond to them. For today, we are quite tangibly experiencing the power of chaos. 
... We realize that neither money nor technology nor organizational ability alone 
can banish chaos. Only the real protective wall given to us by the Lord, the new 
family he has created for us, can do this. From this standpoint, it seems to me, this 
Passover celebration which has come down to us from the nomads, via Israel and 
through Christ, also has (in the deepest sense) an eminently political significance. 
We as a nation, we in Europe, need to go back to our spiritual roots, lest we become 
lost in self-destruction.

This feast needs to become a family celebration once again, for it is the 
family that is the real bastion of creation and humanity. Passover is a summons, 
urgently reminding us that the family is the living home in which humanity is 
nurtured, which banishes chaos and futility, and which must be protected as such. 
But we must add that the family can only be this sphere of humanity, this bastion 
of creation, if it is under the banner of the Lamb, if it is protected by the power 
of faith which comes from the love of Jesus Christ. (pgs. 104-106)

From Lovely Like Jerusalem by Aidan Nichols, O.P.
It does not suffice us as Catholic Christians, thinks Von Balthasar, to have 

the text of the Old Testament. Equipped merely with the text, we might content 
ourselves with being philologists, antiquarians, or historical-literary critics. What 
the Church needs is more than texts. What she needs is the heart of Israel. The 
Church “does not want its praise of God to derive simply and solely from the writ-
ten word, but from the mind and heart of the Jews at prayer, from those who first 
formed the words, so that it can embrace them in its living tradition.”* (pgs. 273-274)

* Von Balthasar, Martin Buber and Christianity, p. 78
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1935: With a Jewish Family in Germany
Msgr. Eugene Kevane

Ed. Msgr. Kevane collaborated with Fr. Elias 
Friedman and helped establish the AHC in 
the U.S.
The following article is from a homily given to 
the fledgling group in New York in the 1980’s 
and published in “The Hebrew Catholic” #64 
(1997).

 

In July, 1935 I lived with a Jewish family 
in Munich. What I saw has stayed with me all 
this nearly half century as a Catholic priest, as 
a “Reverend Monsignor” and university pro-
fessor. What I saw has been in my mind’s eye 
whenever Family Catechetics (as the Catholic 
Church calls it) comes up in my teaching. And 
especially whenever I am reminded of the Holocaust, something of which I 
did not dream at that time.

Recently I mentioned that distant but still vivid experience to my good 
friend, Rabbi Leon Klenicki. He urged me to put it in writing. So here it is.

Studying for the Catholic priesthood, I had just finished my first year of 
theology at the Gregorian University in Rome. I had learned to understand 
lectures delivered in rapid-fire Latin and had survived my first oral examina-
tion. Tired and half-feverish from the fierce Roman heat, I had great need for 
some time in that cool, fresh air above the Alps.

We young Americans in Rome passed the word to each other about a pen-
sion in Munich run by Catholic Sisters who were glad to keep us for a few 
days or weeks, restoring us by good home cooking for further travel in Central 
Europe. My day came. A three-engine German plane, primitive in retrospect, 
took me over the Alps. I went into Munich from the airport, found the address 
and rang the bell. The Sister was most kind, but full of regrets. “We are filled 
up. I’m awfully sorry.”

Then the Sister looked at me closely and lowered her voice after a quick 
glance both ways on the street. “If you want,” she said, “I can give you a note 
to a Jewish family not far from here. Perhaps you have not heard. The Jews 
are in trouble from this new government here and are suffering badly. We are 
trying to help them any way we can. If you would go to them, it would help 
them, and you would have a nice place to stay.” I thought, “Why not?” and 
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1935: With a Jewish Family in Germany

said, “Fine, Sister. I’d be grateful for the note.” She took me inside, wrote the 
note and gave me directions.

Down the street, therefore, and again the doorbell. A dark-haired youngish 
woman opened the door slightly and regarded me carefully. She was obvi-
ously shy and diffident, overly so. Haltingly I described my need for a place 
to stay and said the Catholic Sisters sent me, offering her the note through 
the crack in the door. Reading it, her bearing and facial expression changed. 
“Willkommen,” she smiled, opening the door wide. “Come on in. Yes, we 
do have board and room for you.” She brought her quiet, beautiful children 
forward and presented them as only a devoted mother can do. “Come,” she 
said, “I’ll show you to your room.”

I was in Munich, Germany. It was July, 1935, with the particular meaning 
of that point in time, full in the emotional upswing of National Socialism. I 
had only the vaguest notion about it, and no idea of what was setting in with 
regard to the Jews. In my time with this family, the matter was never mentioned. 
But I learned the nature of that Nazi movement from their faces when I was at 
table with them for my meals. That was my unforgettable experience in July, 
1935: taking my meals with that Jewish family in their home.

Out into the city to begin seeing the sights, I returned that first evening in 
time for dinner. The man of the house had returned. He greeted me warmly, 
said he was glad to have me, and asked me please to go back to the Sisters 
with his special thanks. That dinner hour set the pattern of my experience. I 
recall little else of my stay in Munich, nothing about the room I lived in, not 
even the name of the family. It is in my travel notes somewhere; but where, 
after 48 years? What I recall indelibly is the dinner table.

Dinner in that home was a religious exercise. The man was obviously the 
head of the family. He had his place and his responsibility. He knew what they 
meant. His wife was truly his helpmate, and above all in the religious aspect of 
the meal. The children were marvels of behavior. Quiet. Thoughtful. Prayerful 
faces. For them, the mealtime prayer was the same as living and breathing. 
This family was devoted to God. It possessed a heritage which it was living. 
Thinking about it in the years since, it occurs to me that the Nazi shadow was 
already across that dinner table, causing them to pray the prayers more care-
fully, with greater devotion, with an urgency of appeal and a depth of trust that 
perhaps was greater than ever before. But it was the customary Jewish family 
life of prayer which supported them in the face of that unmentioned frightful 
thing coming toward them.

The days went by. Out in the city, going about with my classmates from 
Rome, I became daily better informed about the National Socialist movement. 
As yet no one dreamed of the Holocaust. But looking back, I know now that 
family saw something coming. Every evening, returning for the dinner hour, 
I understood the secret of this family more clearly. The strength of this Jewish 



 You Shall Be My Witnesses ... 56

father, mother and children was visible in that marvelous life of prayer and 
religious conversation so admirably interwoven with the evening meal. I came 
to know better the source of the unique expression on those faces, the same 
expression on them all, even the youngest. Trust in God. Abandonment to His 
Holy Will. Unshakable determination to remain faithful to Him. And with it 
all, a certain indefinable calmness, good humor, mutual closeness, and obvi-
ous love that bound them together. These children really loved their parents.

It grew upon me: this is a holy family. It is already suffering in a way I could 
not understand. But I could see that it had what it needed to face this awful 
coming thing without flinching and with never the slightest sign of complaint 
to God. Just quiet acceptance, and ongoing fidelity to the prayers.

My mind could not but return frequently to this quietly prayerful home in 
my later studies, when I encountered for instance this teaching of the Talmud: 
“If we do not keep our children to religion when they are young, we shall 
certainly not be able to do so in later years.” Philo describes accurately what I 
saw in Munich. “Jews esteem their laws as divine revelation,” he writes; “they 
are taught from their swaddling clothes by their parents to believe in God, the 
one Father and Creator of the world.”

“In no other religion”, I read in Isidore Epstein, “has the duty of parents to 
instruct their children been more stressed than in Judaism.” All my studies of 
Jewish continuity across the centuries have opened my eyes to the great fact 
of Jewish religious education in the home, and always I have been reminded 
of that family in Germany of 1935.

Professor William Barclay gives this summary of his own research into 
Hebrew education: “There is a fact which is at the center of the whole situa-
tion. However high the Jewish ideal of the school, the fact remains that to the 
Jew the real center of education is the home.” Somewhere along the line he 
had come to learn what I saw in Munich.

But the family of my experience in 1935 was not responding to learned 
research. Each of them, father, mother and children, were living the life en-
joined upon them by the prophetic Word of God. “The very basis of Judaism,” 
writes Rabbi Leo Baeck, “is to be found in the conception of holiness.” It has 
been the destiny of the Jewish people to be different, and holiness defines the 
difference. I think that is what I saw when staying with that Jewish family 
in Munich. I saw the well-known words of Deuteronomy, chapter 11, alive 
and functioning in the inner life of that home. Hence they are my conclusion.

Therefore shall ye lay up these My words in your heart and your soul ... And 
ye shall teach them to your children, talking of them, when thou sittest in thy house, 
and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down ... teaching them to 
love the Lord your God, to walk in all His ways, and to cleave unto Him.

† † †
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