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 On October 28, 1965, Pope Paul VI issued a 

“Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian 

Religions.” That document, also called Nostra Aetate, Latin 

for “In Our Time,” transformed Christian-Jewish relations. 

It stated, on the basis of Christian scriptures, that Jews 

cannot be held collectively responsible for the death of Jesus; 

God’s covenant with the Jewish people continues; and 

anti-Semitism violates Church teaching. Nostra Aetate 

marked a fresh beginning for Catholics and Jews.

 AJC’s engagement with the Catholic Church began 

fifty years earlier and continues today. AJC’s work on behalf 

of the Jewish people benefits from the rich relationships 

we have built with ordinary Catholics, Catholic religious

leaders, and institutions of the Church at the highest level. 

Almost from its inception AJC has been a leader in 

Catholic-Jewish relations.

 

 As early as 1915, in response to the devastating 

conditions in Eastern Europe, AJC called on Pope Benedict 

XV to exercise his influence on behalf of beleaguered 

Jews in Poland and Russia, reminding him that many of 

his predecessors “extended protection to those of the 

Jewish faith, in the interest of right and justice.” Right and 

justice have ever since been guiding themes of AJC’s 

efforts to change how Catholics, and all Christians, view 

Judaism and Jews.

 Welcome to highlights of AJC’s deep and fruitful 

engagement with leading Catholic and other Christian 

voices around the world.
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AJC was the first Jewish organization to 

have a private audience with Pope Pius 

XII. AJC leaders met with the pope after 

a Consultative Mission to Europe, North 

Africa, and the Middle East focused on 

the plight of Jewish refugees.

AJC reached out to leading American 

Catholics. Honorary AJC President 

Jacob Blaustein (right) called on his 

good friend, Cardinal Lawrence Shehan 

(left) of Baltimore to underscore AJC’s 

concern about the future of the 

proposed declaration. Cardinal Shehan, 

who was a member of the Secretariat 

for Promoting Christian Unity of the 

Ecumenical Council, affirmed his 

support for a strong condemnation of 

anti-Semitism in the declaration. 

On April 30, 1964, New York’s Cardinal 

Francis Spellman (center) delivered a 

powerful address at the annual meeting 

of AJC in which he refuted Jewish 

responsibility for the crucifixion of Jesus. 

“It is simply absurd to maintain that 

there is some kind of continuing guilt 

which is transferred to any group and 

which rests upon them as a curse for 

which they must suffer.”  He added, 

“Anti-Semitism can never find a basis 

in the Catholic religion.” 

Cardinal Shehan (left) also met with

Zachariah Shuster (right).

AJC’s last delegation meeting with Pope John Paul II 

was in February 2004. AJC President Harold Tanner 

paid tribute to the Pope’s historic contribution to 

Christian-Jewish reconciliation and his leadership 

in the struggle against anti-Semitism and bigotry.

Ethnic war in Yugoslavia created a humanitarian 

crisis. An AJC delegation visiting refugee camps 

in Macedonia saw the incredible work done by 

Catholic Relief Services. AJC members and friends 

responded to AJC’s Kosovo Relief efforts with an 

outpouring of donations. In June 1999, AJC 

Executive Director David Harris (left) presented 

a check for $100,000 to Louise Wilmot, deputy 

director, Catholic Relief Services, and Cardinal 

John O’Connor, underscoring AJC’s commitment 

to interfaith collaboration. “No organization I know 

in this city, in this country, in this world has done 

more to improve Christian-Jewish relations than 

AJC,” said Cardinal O’Connor.

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, AJC led the Jewish 

community in building interfaith relations, organizing 

institutes and programs that brought Jews and Christians 

together.  AJC was a founding member of the International 

Jewish Committee for Interreligious Consultations (IJCIC), 

the umbrella group for the Jewish community dealing 

with other world religious bodies. AJC co-sponsored the 

National Interreligious Task Force on Soviet Jewry in 

Chicago, headed by a Catholic nun. AJC’s relations with 

New York’s Cardinal John O’Connor, who addressed the 

AJC annual meeting in 1984, exemplify AJC’s leadership 

position in interfaith relations. 

In 2006, AJC is the first American Jewish organization 

to receive a papal audience with Pope Benedict XVI. 

The delegation is led by AJC President E. Robert 

Goodkind (center) and Barbara Goodkind (left).

“In an event believed to be unprecedented in the history of 

America’s religious communities,” begins an AJC press release 

from Nov. 13, 1966, “all five of the American Roman Catholic 

Cardinals and about 40 Archbishops and Bishops will join in a 

ceremony with Jewish leaders.” The occasion was the presentation 

by AJC of commemorative plaques to the five cardinals in 

“heartfelt appreciation” for their leadership on behalf of the 

passage of Nostra Aetate. Charles H. Silver (right), a consultant 

to the mayor of New York, with Cardinal Spellman.

In 1989, AJC’s president, Sholom Comay (second from right) presented 

a book to Pope John Paul II while Rabbi A. James Rudin, AJC director 

of Interreligious Affairs, and Julie Alperin looked on.

AJC’s Rabbi A. James Rudin was the official Jewish observer at the 

Catholic World Youth Conference held in Denver, Colorado, in 1993. 

From left, John Paul II, Archbishop Rembert Weakland, Rabbi A. 

James Rudin.

AJC leaders greet Pope Francis shortly after his elevation, as 

part of the first International Jewish Committee for Interreligious 

Consultations (IJCIC) meeting. Rabbi David Rosen, AJC 

International Interreligious Affairs director, Rabbi Noam Marans, 

AJC Interreligious and Intergroup Relations director, and David 

Inlander, national chair of AJC’s Interreligious Affairs 

Commission, presented Cardinal Francis with a framed photo 

of the meeting AJC arranged between Rabbi Abraham Joshua 

Heschel and Cardinal Bea in 1963.  

AJC arranged for the Cardinal to meet with a small group of 

prominent Jewish religious and communal leaders. From left, 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, Rabbi Marc Tanenbaum, AJC’s 

director of Interreligious Relations, Cardinal Bea.  

After several meetings with the directors of the infamous 

Bavarian Oberammergau Passion Play to mitigate anti-Jewish 

elements, AJC viewed the revised play in 2010 with Catholic 

leadership. The delegation included (from left), Rabbi Noam 

Marans, Cardinal Timothy Dolan, Archbishop of New York, 

and Rabbi Gary Greenebaum, AJC’s U.S. director of 

Interreligious Affairs.

AJC-Boston founder Norman S. Rabb (right) meets Pope Paul VI. On 

October 28, 1965, Pope Paul VI promulgated the “Declaration on the 

Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions.” It says that the 

church “draws sustenance from” and “received the revelation of the 

Old Testament through the people with whom God…concluded the 

Ancient Covenant.” That “God holds the Jews most dear for the sake 

of their Fathers.” That “what happened in (Jesus’s) passion cannot 

be charged against all the Jews, without distinction, then alive, nor 

against the Jews of today.” That “Jews should not be presented as 

rejected or accursed by God.” And that the Church “decries hatred, 

persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism directed against Jews 

at any time and by anyone.” 

AJC helped establish the first course in a European university on 

intergroup relations.

Since the 1930s, AJC had worked with 

Christian seminaries and universities to 

mitigate anti-Jewish teachings in 

religious textbooks, and was well-known 

to the Catholic hierarchy. In July 1961, 

AJC board member Ralph Friedman and 

Zachariah Shuster, director of AJC’s 

European Office and AJC’s representative 

to the Ecumenical Council, met with 

Cardinal Bea in Rome. AJC was invited to 

submit a memorandum on anti-Jewish 

elements in Catholic liturgy.

At Cardinal Bea’s request, AJC wrote 

another memorandum on negative and 

hostile depictions of Jews in Catholic 

teaching material in Europe and South

America, demonstrating that the 

problem was widespread. 

In 1961, AJC’s representative in 

Argentina arranged for Cardinal 

Antonio Caggiano to visit 

Congregacion Israelita, the first 

time in Argentine history a 

cardinal visited a synagogue.

It was Pius XII’s successor, John XXIII, who announced in January 

1959, his intention to summon an Ecumenical Council of the worldwide 

Church. Vatican II convened in October 1962, and continued through 

1965. In preparation, Pope John XXIII chose biblical scholar Cardinal 

Augustin Bea to head the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, 

which was tasked with writing the “Declaration on the Relation of the 

Church to Non-Christian Religions”—what we know as Nostra Aetate.

In late May 1964, AJC met privately with Pope Paul VI, who had succeeded 

John XXIII, after reports that some elements of the Church along with Arab 

leaders were attempting to scuttle the proposed declaration. Pope Paul told 

the delegation that he was aware of Cardinal Spellman’s speech, and he 

agreed with it. From left, Ralph Friedman, chairman, AJC Executive Board, 

Rose (Mrs. Leonard) M. Sperry, Los Angeles chapter member, Morris B. Abram, 

AJC president, Pope Paul VI, Philip Hoffman, AJC chapter president, John 

Slawson, AJC executive vice president, Zacharia Shuster, director of AJC’s 

European office 

In February 2014, AJC’s largest delegation to the Vatican, led by AJC 

President Stanley Bergman, held a private meeting with Pope Francis, 

who expressed his appreciation for AJC’s work in enhancing ties between 

faith communities. 

In addition to the critical studies, AJC hoped the Church would consider 

positive suggestions. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel prepared “On Improving 

Catholic-Jewish Relations,” a memorandum that urged the Council to condemn 

anti-Semitism and explicitly reject the claim that the Jews killed Jesus.


