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RECOGNISING AND REPAIRING ANTI-JEWISH THEMES IN CHRISTIAN 
HYMNS, PRAYERS AND RITUALS: AN AGENDA FOR CATHOLIC SCHOOLS

Maurice Ryan

Introduction

On 26 March 2000, Pope John Paul II stood at the Western Wall of the Temple in Jerusalem and presented 
a prayer of sorrow and repentance for the actions of Christians towards Jews: 

God of our fathers, you chose Abraham and his descendants to bring Your name to the nations: 
we are deeply saddened by the behaviour of those who in the course of history have caused these 
children of Yours to suffer and asking Your forgiveness we wish to commit ourselves to genuine 
brotherhood with the people of the Covenant (John Paul II, 2000).

The pope’s prayer echoed sentiments consistently expressed in official Catholic Church documents 
since the Second Vatican Council. The pope employed a favourite image of siblings he often used to 
characterise the relationship between Christians and Jews. His prayer stands as a public declaration 
of the Catholic Church’s commitment to repair and reform relationships - a process that involves all 
Catholics and provides educators, catechists, liturgists and scripture scholars with a set of challenging 
tasks. Since all of these disciplines interact with the work of Catholic schools, the agenda for schools is 
clearly established in official Church documents.

The faulty notion of supersessionism infected Catholic theological reflection from the early 
centuries of the Church and “steadily gained favour until in the Middle Ages it represented the standard 
theological foundation of the relationship with Judaism” (Vatican Commission for Religious Relations 
with the Jews, 2015, para. 17). Supersessionism is the term used to describe the erroneous belief that, 
upon the arrival of Jesus of Nazareth, Christianity had replaced or superseded (literally from the Latin, 
to sit above) Judaism and consequently, “all God’s promises to the Jewish people have been inherited 
by the Christians” (Kessler, 2013, p. 70). This belief influenced Catholics’ attitudes to Jews and Judaism 
for centuries: the Christians were now God’s people, and not the Jews. As a consequence, it became 
common for Christians to characterise “Judaism as a bad religion and a regrettable way of life” (Sanders, 
1999, p. 266). This characterisation stems from an unfortunate strand in human reasoning: “the desire 
to prove that one belongs to a good group by claiming another group is awful” (Sanders, 1999, p. 286). 
Moyaert and Pollefeyt (2010) outlined the nature and scope of supersessionist theology in this way:

Christians assumed that, by their belief in Jesus as Messiah, the election of the Jewish people 
had been definitively and exclusively transferred to them. For once and for all, the Church has 
taken the place that used to belong to Judaism. The implication of this theology is that there 
is no longer a place for Israel in God’s salvific plan. Israel’s role in the history of revelation 
and salvation has ended forever. The Jewish ‘no’ to Jesus as Messiah meant the end of God’s 
commitment to Israel. The new chosen people, the true, spiritual Israel, the new covenant now 
takes the central place (Moyaert & Pollefeyt, 2010, p. 159).
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The implications of these ideas for understanding Jews and Judaism have been profound and 
devastating. While much has been done to repair these mistaken theologies in the years since the 
publication of the Second Vatican Council document, Nostra Aetate (In Our Time), in 1965 and in 
subsequent official Church statements, echoes lingered in the hymns, prayers and rituals celebrated by 
Catholics. While Church officials rejected all anti-Jewish teachings, the liturgical and ritual experiences 
of Catholics often failed to match official rhetoric.

Pope John Paul at the Western Wall in Jerusalem, 26 March 2000

Boys (2000) insisted that “mindfulness of Jews challenges us to hear resonances in our texts to 
which we otherwise tend to be oblivious. Such attentiveness is particularly important when we enact 
the church’s story in the liturgical assembly, for liturgy reaches us (or at least has the potential to) at 
such a deep level. The prayers we say, the hymns we sing, the sermons that interpret our sacred texts, 
the gestures we use – all bespeak longings that transcend words” (Boys, 2000, p. 269). Prayer and liturgy 
inform a person’s religious identity in ways that learned tomes of theology and even plain readings of 
biblical texts do not. Cox (2001) described Judaism as the foundation stone of Jesus’ own faith. So, “it 
would be absurd for Christians who claim to have faith in Jesus to express it by a denial of the faith of 
Jesus” (Cox, 2001, p. 91). The challenge for Christians is to understand that “Judaism was the spiritual 
center of Jesus’ message, not its devilish opponent” (Pawlikowski & Wilde, 1997, p. 7).

This article seeks to examine some common prayer, musical, ritual and liturgical practices 
of contemporary Catholics in order to uncover the resonances of supersessionism that continue to 
influence contemporary attitudes towards Jews and Judaism. This discussion seeks to provide educators 
with pathways to repair lingering misconceptions.

Christmas and Advent Carols and Songs

Christmas can be a particularly contentious season for dormant anti-Jewish sentiments to stir in 
Christian celebrations. Boys (2000) explained how the Christmas season “is frequently accompanied by 
reference in sermon or commentary that the Jews rejected Jesus as the messiah because they expected 
a royal, glorious messiah instead of a suffering one” (Boys, 2000, pp. 200-1). Such beliefs oversimplify 
the complex process by which the Church came to identify Jesus as the Christ. But, they have become 
ingrained in the prayers and hymns proclaimed in the Christmas season and these liturgical responses 
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exercise a significant influence on the understandings and beliefs of Christian worshippers. For their 
part, Jewish people consistently report regretting the approach of Christmas and the experience of 
being “unwillingly ‘included’ in something they have no interest being included in” (Cox, 2001, p. 92). 
A brief survey of well-known Christmas songs underlines the scope of the challenge of inoffensively 
celebrating Advent and Christmas.

The First Noel is a classical English Christmas carol whose original version may have been 
composed as early as the 13th century. It focuses on Luke’s account of the angels’ message about the birth 
of Jesus to the shepherds who were watching their flock by night (Luke 2:8-20). 

“The first Noel”, the angels did say 
Was to certain poor shepherds in fields as they lay 
In fields where they lay a keeping their sheep 
On a cold winter’s night that was so deep

Noel, Noel, Noel, Noel 
Born is the King of Israel.

The identification of Jesus as the King of Israel is problematic. Matthew 2:3 records that Jesus “has 
been born king of the Jews”. John’s gospel tells of the crowd proclaiming Jesus as “the king of Israel” during 
his triumphal entry to Jerusalem (John 12:13). But the Romans had made Herod the king of Israel, not 
Jesus. And, “everything we know about Jesus indicates that he sought no secular kingship” (Sanders, 1985, 
p. 294). Jesus was not the king of Israel, never claimed to be and seemingly did not aspire to be. Palestinian 
Christians changed the chorus line to “Born is the King Emmanuel” at their Christmas Eve liturgies at the 
Shepherd’s Field outside Bethlehem in order to account for this discrepancy (Boys, 1985, p. 548).

Jesus of Nazareth is not accepted by Jews as the king of Israel. Reflecting on her experience of 
growing up in the United States, Amy-Jill Levine (2006) described her encounter with The First Noel: 
“Jews have exclaimed, and in some parts of the country are still expected to exclaim, in song every 
December, ‘Born is the king of Is-ra-el’: we continue to get the message that the ‘faithful, joyful, and 
triumphant’ are those who worship ‘Christ the Lord’” (Levine, 2006, p. 12). The gentle lilt of the hymn 
has lulled singers into overlooking problematic historical and theological concerns.

Levine’s (2006) reference to “Christ the Lord” calls to mind another Christmas carol that extols 
Jesus Christ as the King of angels: O Come All Ye Faithful.

O come, all ye faithful, 
Joyful and triumphant, 
O come ye, 
O come ye to Bethlehem; 
Come and behold Him 
Born the King of angels; 
O come, let us adore Him, 
O come, let us adore Him, 
O come, let us adore Him, 
Christ, the Lord.

The contentious issue with this and similar Christmas carols is not that Christians are invited 
to adore Jesus of Nazareth, praise him or acknowledge him as their way to God. The issue is that all 
people who seek to express their faith in God are required in these musical compositions to show 
their adoration of Jesus as the Christ, the anointed one, and the sole pathway to God - “O come, all ye 
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faithful”. Certainly, all Christians can find their way to God in and through their faith in Jesus as the 
Christ and Lord. But Jews have alternative ways to express their faithful, joyful and triumphant belief in 
God. As Pope Francis has pointed out, “while it is true that certain Christian beliefs are unacceptable to 
Judaism, and that the Church cannot refrain from proclaiming Jesus as Lord and Messiah, there exists 
as well a rich complementarity” (Francis, 2013, para. 249). The notion of complementarity is an antidote 
to both offensive exclusion and inappropriate inclusion. Christian hymns and prayers need to express 
the complementary nature of the relation between Christians and Jews. To quote Pope Francis again: 
“The Christian confessions find their unity in Christ; Judaism finds its unity in the Torah” (Vatican 
Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, 2015, para. 24). 

Inappropriate inclusive sentiments are a feature of many popular Christmas carols that seek to 
interpret the birth of Jesus of Nazareth as the regal event that encompasses all people of the earth. In the 
hymn by English composer Isaac Watts, Joy to the World, this includes not only all people, but all creation:

Joy to the world, the Lord is come 
Let earth receive her King 
Let every heart prepare Him room 
And Heaven and nature sing.

In this hymn, Jesus of Nazareth is characterised as one who ‘rules the world with truth and grace’. With 
lyrics based on Psalms 98 and 96:11-12, Jesus of Nazareth was presented as the fulfilment of the hopes 
and expectations expressed by the Psalmist. Therefore, not just Christians but “all people ought to 
prepare room for Jesus, the king of the whole earth, and rejoice at his coming” (Roberts, 2011, p. 1).

 These assertions of the significance of Jesus for Jewish religion raise the vexed question about the 
relationship between the Old and New Testaments - an issue as old as Christianity itself. Many concerns 
are raised in exploring this relationship. A perspective offered by the Pontifical Biblical Commission 
(PBC) provides guidance to Catholics wrestling with the implications for prayer and liturgy. The PBC 
claimed that “it would be wrong to consider the prophecies of the Old Testament as some kind of 
photographic anticipations of future events” (PBC, 2001, para. 21). Therefore, Christian consideration of 
the Old Testament “does not mean wishing to find everywhere direct reference to Jesus and to Christian 
realities” (PBC, 2001, para. 21).

The sacred writings of the Jewish people have meaning and significance apart from the Christian 
proclamation of Jesus as the Christ. Mary Boys (2000, p. 214) explained how educators, in their well-
intentioned efforts to provide dynamism to their presentations of the Christian life, “made Christ the ‘center’ 
by suggesting that all history led up to him, a sort of evolutionary ascent” which provided “a clear portrait 
of Jesus as the long awaited messiah to whom the prophets had so clearly pointed but whom the Jews had 
failed to recognize”. The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (1988, paras. 11-12) advocated that 
Advent celebrations of Jesus’ birth need to be “framed very carefully”. While Christians proclaim Jesus as 
the fulfilment of the promised Messiah, this “includes trust in what is promised but not yet seen. While 
the biblical prophecies of an age of universal shalom are ‘fulfilled’ (i.e., irreversibly inaugurated) in Christ’s 
coming, that fulfillment is not yet completely worked out in each person’s life or perfected in the world at 
large”. Consequently, “Christians proclaim that the Messiah has indeed come and that God’s Reign is ‘at 
hand’. With the Jewish people, we await the complete realization of the messianic age”.

O Come, O Come, Emmanuel

In Christian communities around the world, the song, O Come, O Come, Emmanuel is sung during 
Advent, often while lighting the candles of the Advent wreath. This hymn is a modern English version 
of a Latin hymn, Veni, Veni, Emmanuel that may date to the 12th century. The evocative melody seems 
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to have been composed in the 15th century. The most common English version first appeared in 1861 
and gained ready popularity in Church of England communities. By the end of the nineteenth century 
Christian communities around the world had discovered and adopted the hymn as part of their Advent 
celebrations (Studwell, 2011, pp. 103-4).

 The title is based on the text of Isaiah 7:14: “Look, the young woman is with child and shall bear a 
son, and shall name him Immanuel”. The lyrics of the hymn employ biblical-sounding titles to petition Jesus. 
The hymn reflects traditional, though outmoded, notions of the relationship between the Church and Israel. 
Israel is characterised as captive, mourning and waiting in exile in hell until it is freed by the coming of Jesus.

O come, O come, Emmanuel 
And ransom captive Israel 
That mourns in lonely exile here 
Until the Son of God appear. 
 
Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel 
Shall come to thee, O Israel.

O come, Thou Rod of Jesse, free 
Thine own from Satan’s tyranny 
From depths of hell Thy people save 
And give them victory o’er the grave.

This Christian hymn tends to distort the picture of faithful Jewish people at the time of Jesus and 
afterwards. It implies that Judaism is obsolete, lies in darkness and exists as a captive in exile. It ignores 
Judaism’s vitality and vigour. It implies that Jews cannot achieve holiness or fulfilment until they accept 
Jesus of Nazareth as the messiah.

 A revised version of the traditional hymn has been composed by Barbara Lundblad, a theologian 
at Union Theological Seminary in New York. She has proposed that the following lyrics can be more 
appropriately sung to the traditional tune. Lundblad (2016) admitted that “some will not want ever to change 
those words. But there is something anti-Jewish when we sing about ransoming ‘captive Israel.’ These new 
verses change the refrain and each verse picks up images of the Isaiah texts” (Lundblad, 2016, pp. 44-5):

O come, O come, Immanuel 
And bless each place your people dwell. 
Melt ev’ry weapon crafted for war, 
Bring peace upon the earth forever more.

Rejoice, rejoice! Take heart and do not fear, 
God’s chosen one, Immanuel, draws near.

O come, green shoot of Jesse, free 
Your people from despair and apathy; 
Forge justice for the poor and the meek, 
Grant safety for the young ones and the weak.

O come, now living water, pour your grace  (Isaiah 35) 
And bring new life to ev’ry withered place; 
Speak comfort to each trembling heart: 
“Be strong! Fear not, for I will ne’er depart”.
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O come, dear child of Mary, come,   (Isaiah 7) 
God’s Word made flesh within our earthly home; 
Love stir within the womb of night, 
Revenge and hatred put to flight.

Popular Songs: Lord of the Dance

Lord of the Dance was composed by English songwriter Sydney Carter in 1963. He borrowed the tune 
from a popular nineteenth century Shaker song titled, Simple Gifts (Herzberg, 2015). The lyrics adopt 
the first-person voice of Jesus who tells the story of his life and mission using the metaphor of a dance:

I danced in the morning when the world was begun, 
And I danced in the moon and the stars and the sun, 
And I came down from heaven and I danced on the earth: 
At Bethlehem I had my birth.

Dance, then, wherever you may be, 
I am the Lord of the dance, said he, 
And I’ll lead you all, wherever you may be, 
And I’ll lead you all in the dance, said he.

I danced for the scribe and the Pharisee, 
But they would not dance and they wouldn’t follow me; 
I danced for the fishermen, for James and John; 
They came with me and the dance went on.

I danced on the Sabbath and I cured the lame: 
The holy people said it was a shame. 
They whipped and they stripped and they hung me on high, 
And they left me there on a cross to die.

These lyrics identify the people who stripped, whipped and crucified Jesus as the holy people 
who object to his healing ministry and refuse to follow him. Levine (2006, p. 221) believed that, when 
singing this song, “congregants and the choir will not think that the ‘holy people’ refers to the Romans. 
There is no need to reintroduce the idea that Jews are Christ killers in a major key”. The congregation - 
or solo singer - when performing this song uses the voice of Jesus to condemn the Jews for something for 
which they are not responsible - the torture and execution of Jesus of Nazareth. This is contrary to official 
Catholic Church teaching expressed in the Vatican II document, Nostra Aetate, which includes the 
caveat that “what happened in His passion cannot be charged against all the Jews, without distinction, 
then alive, nor against the Jews of today” (Paul VI, 1965, para. 4).

 Anderson (2005) identified why this song has remained persistently popular even in the face 
of efforts to remove it from the corpus of songs employed in Church communities. He claims that, 
unfortunately, an “adage about congregational hymns is more often true than not: ‘never mind the words, 
we only like the tune.’ Yet, it is by means of the fondness for the tune that the text and its theology work 
their way into memory and belief systems” (Anderson, 2005, p. 125). The most feasible response to the 
errors of this song is to simply delete it from use in Christian communities (Braybrooke, 1993).

Christmas Celebrations Involving the Jesse Tree

The Tree of Jesse is a depiction in art of the ancestors of Jesus of Nazareth, shown in a tree or vine that 
rises from Jesse of Bethlehem, through his son King David, and through Mary, the mother of Jesus. The 
image of the tree or vine originates in a passage in Isaiah 11:1-2 which describes by use of an arboreal 
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metaphor the descent of the Messiah:

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. The 
spirit of the Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel 
and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.

The various figures depicted in the lineage of Jesus commonly are drawn from those names listed in 
the genealogies of Matthew 1:1-17 and Luke 3:23-38 that locate Jesus of Nazareth in the line of Jesse, 
even if somewhat awkwardly through Joseph and not Mary, his mother. The Jesse Tree conflates these 
gospel genealogies with the predictions in Isaiah. Almost all depictions of the Tree of Jesse place Jesus 
at the pinnacle - a visual confirmation, from a Christian perspective, of Jesus of Nazareth as the messiah 
predicted by Isaiah (Sawyer, 2018, pp. 79-84).

Jesse Tree

The Jesse Tree has found a place among modern Christian celebrations of Advent and Christmas. 
The traditions associated with decorating Christmas trees have merged in many places with the idea of 
the Jesse Tree. In order to “associate the custom more clearly with Christianity, people made Jesse trees 
- Christmas trees with decorations related to the events of Jesus’ birth and the prophecies about him in 
the Old Testament. Many parishes and families make Jesse trees during Advent to remind them of these 
events as they prepare for Christmas” (Campbell, 2018, p. 1).

Classic studies by Watson (1934) and Male (1972) both trace the emergence of the Tree of Jesse no 
earlier than the eleventh century. By the thirteenth century, a discernible iconographic representation 
had been established and reproduced in cathedrals and churches throughout France and England 
(Reddish, 2003, p. 1). The use of a tree to depict genealogical relationships reversed previous depictions 
that placed the revered and venerable ancestors at the top of a genealogical diagram with descendants 
below them. The use of a tree reversed this order - the ancestors now formed the roots of the tree. 
The use of the tree image indicated that providence, progress, and perfection moved in the opposite 
direction - up, not down. Klapisch-Zuber (1991) explained the significance of this reversal of order in 
the use of the Jesse Tree:

When the notion of progressive perfection, associated with progressive elevation, was joined to 
that of a succession of generations, the pedigree of Christ at last suggested to the powerful of 
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this world a reorientation of and a final form for their austere genealogical diagrams (Klapisch-
Zuber, 1991, pp. 122-23).

Ladner (1979) outlined the consequences of this reversal of generational order: “in the Tree of Jesse, 
and other kindred symbolic trees, the branches have significance only as part of the greater whole and with 
reference to Christ” (Ladner, 1979, p. 251). All the elements of the tree - roots and branches - are organically 
related to and participate in the glory of the flowering of the tree which is Christ who sits at the top of the 
tree, open to the light and superior to all below. The participation of the various elements of the tree shaped 
to highlight the pre-eminence of the Christ provides significance and meaning to all the elements below. 
Future generations are seen to be closer to fulfilment than their ancestors below them were. 

The idea of progressive perfection linked to progressive elevation is communicated in the tree 
image. The roots and foundations of the tree are literally overshadowed by the branches. The greater 
weight is given to future hopes rather than to considerations of their origins. Hawthorne (2015) described 
the “deliberate forgetfulness” at work in the adoption of the Jesse Tree “that had already underwritten 
Christianity’s differentiation of itself from its Jewish ancestor” (Hawthorne, 2015, p. 49). The Christmas 
Jesse Tree conveys an oblique message that Christianity is superior to Judaism, literally sitting above 
(superseding) its forebears.

Conducting a Passover Seder

The synoptic gospels - Matthew, Mark and Luke - relate how Jesus, prior to his arrest, gathered for his last meal 
with his followers in a specially prepared room in Jerusalem. In the synoptic gospels, this meal is a Jewish meal 
to commemorate the Jewish Passover – the escape of the Hebrew slaves from the Egyptian Pharaoh (Mark 
14:12-25; Matthew 26:17-35; Luke 22:7-23). In the gospel of John, some ambiguity remains whether the meal is 
a Passover meal, or a meal to celebrate the weekly sabbath prior to the Passover (John 13:1-30). In any case, the 
Christian tradition has adopted some of its most profound practices and understandings from the events that 
occurred at this gospel meal. The context of the Passover influenced the biblical communication of a central 
concern of Christians: “the New Testament writers saw in the Passover a way of interpreting Jesus’ passage 
from death to life” (Boys, 2013, p. 237).

The Jewish Passover seder meal is a ritual evening meal celebrated by Jews during the Passover 
festival. The word seder means order. The seder celebration involves symbolic foods, ritual actions and a 
haggadah narrative that relates the story of the Exodus. The biblical foundations of the Jewish seder can 
be found in Exodus 12:1-20, Leviticus 23:5-8 and Numbers 28:16-25. During the ritual meal, Jewish people 
eat the foods, drink four cups of wine and recite blessings over the food and wine. In the course of the meal, 
the ritualised story of the Passover is recounted. The seder is a telling of the story of Israel’s origins within the 
setting of a ritual meal. Neusner (2002, p. 17) explained the significance for Jewish people of the seder in this 
way: “Death will die, and all who shared in the lamb’s suffering will witness the divine denouement of history. 
To hear such a message of hope and resurrection, deriving from and yet transcending and transforming one’s 
everyday experience, will people not gladly perform the Passover rite each year?”

Because of the connection between Jewish celebrations of Passover and Christian celebrations of the 
Eucharist and Easter, many Christians in recent times have taken up the practice of performing what they 
claim to be a seder (Senn, 1999). The “primary goal of such celebration is to imitate as closely as possible Jesus 
and his disciples during the Last Supper as well as learn to appreciate the Jewish origins of the Eucharist” 
(Moyaert, 2016, p. 138) Some Church communities and groups have adopted the practice of performing a seder 
on Holy Thursday evening, concluding the meal with a Eucharistic service. The intentions are admirable - to 
know and understand Jesus in his Jewish context.

 Despite these laudable aims, increased awareness and sensitivity have caused a reconsideration 
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of Christian celebrations of the seder. Charges of insincerity, historical inaccuracy and unsympathetic 
mimicry have been made against the conduct of Christian seders. Harris and Moran (1998, p. 154) asserted 
that “Christians have no more right or ability to perform a Seder than would Jews - though not inclined to 
do so - have the right or ability to celebrate the Eucharist. Christians show their greatest respect for Jewish 
religion by acknowledging the autonomy of Judaism and by allowing Jews to teach them”. 

Scholars have challenged the nature of the Passover meal that Jesus is said to share in Jerusalem 
with his friends as described in the synoptic gospels. Christians over the centuries have accepted this 
event as the institution of the Christian eucharistic celebration that is re-enacted in Christian communities 
throughout the world. Pawlikowski (1997, p. 101) considered it unfortunate that Christians can gain the 
“impression that the Eucharist was a totally new liturgical act. This is simply not the case. Certainly, 
what Jesus said and did added a new theological dimension to the ritual, but it is crucial to recognize 
that the setting was a Jewish sacred meal”. Yet, we should not confuse the two events: “the Last Supper 
and the Eucharist are not the same thing, pure and simple” (Daly, 2011, p. 156). 

The celebration of the Eucharist known in the Church came later; its ritual and theological 
understandings developed over many centuries. Jesus’ final meal with his followers was the original event 
that generated the movement towards the Christian Eucharist, but it was not itself a Eucharistic meal. The 
historical context and significance of this meal has been explained by Pawlikowski (2006) who pointed 
to “a growing consensus among biblical scholars that there is little evidence of a distinctive Christian 
identity prior to the end of the Jewish war with Rome in 70 C.E. And even after that, it took considerable 
time, in some places several centuries, for the separation between Christians and Jews to be finalized” 
(Pawlikowski, 2006, p. 103).

 Scholars also question the origins of the seder and therefore the nature of the meal shared by Jesus 
and his friends in Jerusalem. Kulp (2005, p. 130) reported a “near consensus” among contemporary scholars 
that the seder as we know it today was not a feature of Second Temple Judaism - the era of Jesus. The seder was 
introduced in the era after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE and as a response to re-building 
Jewish life after that shattering event. Among other considerations, this assertion means “there is virtually no 
ground to assume that Jesus would have practised the rituals described in later rabbinic literature” (Kulp, 2005, 
p. 113). Indeed, the gospel accounts of the Passover meal shared by Jesus and his friends lack mention of most 
of the elements of the seder. It may be that the last meal shared by Jesus and his friends included a number of 
elements that would form the basis of the Jewish seder as it became known in a later era.

Levine (2017, p. 1) claimed that “not only is the Christian seder historically compromised, it is also a 
problem in interreligious relations”. While the intention among Christians is to forge closer relations between 
Christians and Jews, the opposite effect is likely. Moyaert (2016, p. 138) proposed that “its usage may even 
indicate a form of latent anti-Judaism”. Levine (2017) says the performance of a seder “serves to absolve the 
congregation: how could they be anti-Jewish if they are doing something so Jewish as having a Passover seder?” 
A better way for Christians to demonstrate a positive attitude towards Jews and Judaism is to refrain from 
conducting their own seder meals. “Christians best honor their Jewish neighbors, to whom they wish to 
express the love of Christ, by recognizing that the Seder meal is the unique spiritual heritage of the 
Jewish people and respecting it as such” (Poupko & Sandmel, 1997).

 These criticisms of Christian conduct of the seder do not mean that Christian educators should 
ignore the traditions of the Jewish seder altogether. A range of educationally valid and religiously 
sensitive teaching and learning approaches remains available. These could include a careful study of 
texts associated with the seder, presentations by guest speakers, the making of seder plates, or any other 
way in which Christians allow Jews to educate them about this prized ritual celebration. The Committee 
on Liturgy of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB, 1988, para. 28) encourages 
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Catholics to participate in “seders arranged at or in cooperation with local synagogues”. The Committee 
considers it “wrong…to ‘baptize’ the Seder by ending it with New Testament readings about the Last 
Supper, or, worse, turn it into a prologue to the Eucharist” (USCCB, 1988, para. 28).

Passover Seder meal

Christians can and must come to understand and appreciate the significance of Jesus’ celebration 
of the Passover festival in Jerusalem. In the Fourth gospel, “John depicts Jesus as frequently in Jerusalem” 
(Fredriksen, 2018, p. 15). In the gospel of Luke 2:41, we are told that, as a child, Jesus went to Jerusalem 
every year for the spring Passover holiday. Passover and its associated rituals were significant in the life 
and career of Jesus. Boys (2013, p. 238) suggested “rather than recreating and imagining ourselves at 
the scene of a Seder meal, we might more fittingly enter into the symbolic realm, recalling instances 
when we have experienced deliverance that the Seder celebrates”. Boys (2013) observed that Passover 
celebrates redemption and offers Christians an opportunity to reflect on experiences of slavery and 
liberation and to link these to the way the early Christians made meaning of his death and ritualised 
those meanings in a meal in remembrance of him.

The Name of God in Catholic Liturgy

During the 1970s, the practice of using the name Yahweh to address God in prayers and hymns intended 
for liturgical settings gained favour among a number of composers. Popular hymns that adopted this 
approach included, Yahweh I Know You are Near (Dan Schutte, 1971), Yahweh is the God of My Salvation 
(Gregory Norbet, 1972), Sing a New Song Unto the Lord (Dan Schutte, 1972), Yahweh is my Shepherd (Millie 
Rieth, 1974) and To You Yahweh I lift Up My Soul (Tim Manion, 1976). These composers adopted the use 
of the tetragrammaton for naming God. This term refers to the four letters YHWH - the name that God 
reveals to Moses in the burning bush in Exodus 3:1-15. The meaning and significance of that name is 
clarified in Exodus 33:18-20: God says to Moses that this name indicates that God is free to show favour to 
anyone: “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy”.

 Official support for the practice of using the name Yahweh in song and prayer in Catholic liturgy 
was terminated after 29 June 2008 when Cardinal Francis Arinze, Prefect of the Vatican’s Congregation 
for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments wrote a letter to the presidents of all Catholic 
conferences of bishops. The subject of the letter was the “translation and pronunciation, in a liturgical 
setting, of the divine name signified in the sacred tetragrammaton” (Congregation for Divine Worship, 
2008). The cardinal noted that the “venerable biblical tradition of Sacred Scripture, known as the Old 
Testament, displays a series of divine appellations, among which is the sacred name of God revealed in 
the tetragrammaton YHWH. As an expression of the infinite greatness and majesty of God, it was held 
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to be unpronounceable and hence was replaced during the reading of Sacred Scripture by means of the 
use of an alternate name: Adonai, which means ‘Lord’” (Congregation for Divine Worship, 2008).

The Vatican letter outlined a number of directives for Catholic communities to implement when 
using the divine name in liturgical settings. It noted that the practice of using Yahweh in various forms 
(Yahwe, Jahweh, Jahwe, Jave, Yehovah) “in recent years has crept in”. Consequently, the author directed 
that, “in liturgical celebrations, in songs and prayers the name of God in the form of the tetragrammaton 
YHWH is neither to be used or pronounced”. Further, Catholic liturgists were told that “the divine 
tetragrammaton is to be rendered by the equivalent of Adonai/Kyrios; “Lord,” Signore, Seigneur, Herr, 
Señor, etc.”. Catholic liturgists were to translate the Hebrew term, Adonai as “Lord” and to translate the 
Hebrew YHWH as “God” (Congregation for Divine Worship, 2008).

According to Vatican letter, the reasons for directing Catholics not to use Yahweh in liturgical 
settings were not primarily for the sake of sensitivity to Jewish interests nor to avoid giving offence to 
Jews. The appeal was to the long-standing practice of the Church for translating the tetragrammaton:

Avoiding pronouncing the tetragrammaton of the name of God on the part of the Church 
has therefore its own rationale. Apart from a motive of a purely philological order, there is 
also that of remaining faithful to the Church’s tradition, from the beginning, that the sacred 
tetragrammaton was never pronounced in the Christian context nor translated into any of the 
languages into which the Bible was translated. (Congregation for Divine Worship, 2008)

This historical perspective affirms scholarly investigations that identify the use of Yahweh as a relatively 
recent addition to Church worship and not one with an ancient heritage. Wilkinson (2015) concluded 
that, “in spite of their evident interest in the Tetragrammaton in both worship and exposition - the early 
Christians did not write it in what became known as the New Testament. There appears also to be no 
epigraphic evidence that they made use of it elsewhere” (Wilkinson, 2015, p. 115).

The publication of Cardinal Arinze’s letter had several consequences for Catholic prayer and 
worship. The first thing to note is that the letter focused only on the use of the divine name in the 
church’s public prayer and liturgy: the name, Yahweh, was not to be used in those settings. But the scope 
of the directives did not extend beyond those settings. The author did not address the use of the name 
Yahweh in bible study, academic discourse or private prayer. 

In his letter, Cardinal Arinze did not directly address the use of Yahweh in bible translations. 
Instead, a brief reference was made to an earlier document of the Congregation for Divine Worship which 
directed that “in accordance with immemorial tradition…the name of almighty God expressed by the 
Hebrew tetragrammaton (YHWH) and rendered in Latin by the word Dominus, is to be rendered into 
any given vernacular by a word equivalent in meaning” (Congregation for Divine Worship, 2001, para. 41). 
Again, this was a teaching for liturgists, not for members of the Catholic Church in general. This means 
that popular biblical translations such as the Jerusalem Bible (JB) and the New Jerusalem Bible (NJB) were 
not proscribed for use in private study and reading; passages naming God as Yahweh could now not be 
used in public prayer and liturgy in the Catholic Church. Many bible readers prefer the elegance of the 
JB translation of the biblical text. However, the translators have maintained the practice of using Yahweh 
in their rendering of the tetragrammaton. So, it seems that the use of the tetragrammaton “without 
precedent in the Christian liturgy, owes its origins to the 1966 Jerusalem Bible, an English translation of 
the French Bible de Jerusalem” (Gilligan, 1996, p. 82). This usage, in turn seems to have been the catalyst 
for the songwriters of the 1970s to adopt the name Yahweh in their compositions.

In the light of these directives, most music publishers issued revised versions of their hymns 
after 2008 to avoid using Yahweh. Those who wish to use these hymns in liturgical settings now have the 
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option to employ the revised versions.

Praying and Singing Using Bible Images

The number and range of biblical images used in Christian prayer and liturgy is understandably vast. A 
close reading of the biblical texts is required to avoid importing supersessionist images that form part 
of the biblical accounts into Christian prayer and liturgy. One example is offered in this section as a case 
study. It focuses on the use of John’s image of Jesus as the true vine (John 15:1) which has been a popular 
focus of prayers, hymns and retreat leaders for centuries. Charles Wesley (1707-1788) notably used the 
image in his 1739 hymn, To the Son, and many composers followed suit over the centuries (Tyson, 1989, 
p. 118). The image of Jesus as the True Vine has caused contentious discussion among scholars.

Coloe (2005) pointed out that “the use of the term ‘true’ in the emphatic position suggests a 
comparison be made between Jesus, the ‘true’ vine, and a vine that is not ‘true’”. (Coloe, 2005, p. 1). While 
this comparison is implied and not stated, a gospel reader is able to infer from the related imagery that 
the untrue vine is Israel and that Jesus is now replacing Israel as the true vine. Consider the evidence. 
The identification of Israel as a vine is a standard feature of Old Testament theology. Isaiah said that 
“the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel” (Isaiah 5:7) and that “Israel shall blossom and 
put forth shoots and fill the whole world with fruit” (Isaiah 27:6). Another prophet confirmed the view 
that “Israel is a luxuriant vine that yields its fruit” (Hosea 10:1). The Psalms record that God “brought 
a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it” (Psalm 80:8). Ezekiel used the image of 
fire to report God’s warning about the consequences of faithlessness: “like the wood of the vine which I 
have given to the fire for fuel, so will I give up the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (Ezekiel 15:6). For other Old 
Testament references to the vine as a description for Israel see: Ezekiel 17:1-10; 19:10-14; Jeremiah 2:21.

 John’s gospel relies heavily on these Old Testament images when describing Jesus as the true 
vine. The descriptions in John 15 identify Jesus as the replacement for the vine of Israel. Jesus says to 
his friends who follow him: “you did not choose me but I chose you,” an image that makes those who 
follow Jesus the new chosen people in place of the chosen people of Israel (John 15:16). John echoes the 
Old Testament prophets’ warning that “whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and 
withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned” (John 15:6). The way of Jesus is 
exclusive; no alternatives are viable: “apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). Acceptance of Jesus 
is an essential pre-condition for belief in God the Father: “whoever hates me hates my Father also” (John 
15:23). In this and other “I am…” passages in John, “Jesus is presented as speaking in the same manner in 
which God speaks in many Old Testament passages: ‘I am Yahweh’” (Stanton, 2002, p. 101). Culpepper 
(2010) summarised the significance of these insights:

Jesus claims pre-eminence over all prior revelation. The claim for the validity of Jesus’ revelation 
of the Father carries with it in John a rejection of the claims of those who say they know God but 
do not accept Jesus….Therefore, Jews who do not receive Jesus have missed the true revelation of 
their own tradition. In this way, John nullifies God’s covenants with Israel, because the covenants 
have been superseded by the new basis for salvation through Jesus (Culpepper, 2010, p. 76).

The opposing of true and putatively not-true vines underlines a common theme in Christian attitudes 
towards Jews and Judaism. Sanders (1999, p. 286) stated that Christians have exhibited a “wicked desire 
to invent contrasts that make us look good. And that is what the history of Christian anti-Judaism 
is: a history of invented contrasts”. The Vatican Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews 
(1974, para. 2) warned of the potential distortion that some liturgical readings selected from the New 
Testament can cause for Catholics, specifically “those passages which seem to show the Jewish people as 
such in an unfavourable light”. With reference to such passages “efforts will be made so to instruct the 
Christian people that they will understand the true interpretation of all texts and their meaning for the 



13

contemporary believer”.

The idea that Jesus in John’s gospel communicates anti-Jewish ideas has been challenged by 
scholars who believe the gospel author did not intend hostility towards Jewish people: “this is because 
it comes from a time when its Christian author and readers did not yet consider themselves and their 
beliefs distinct from the Jewish people or Judaism” (Rensberger, 1999, p. 152). However, Levine (2017, 
p. 1) dismissed as a “silly idea” the belief that “Jews cannot be anti-Jewish”. The Pontifical Biblical 
Commission offered a balanced appraisal of this issue in their 2001 document, The Jewish People and their 
Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible. The authors claimed that the New Testament was essentially 
a proclamation of the fulfilment of God’s plan in Jesus Christ, and that this understanding placed it 
in serious disagreement with the vast majority of the Jewish people who do not accept this view. They 
identified a paradox in the relation between Church and synagogue that required careful clarification:

The New Testament then expresses at one and the same time its attachment to Old Testament 
revelation and its disagreement with the Synagogue. This discord is not to be taken as “anti-
Jewish sentiment”, for it is disagreement at the level of faith, the source of religious controversy 
between two human groups that take their point of departure from the same Old Testament 
faith basis, but are in disagreement on how to conceive the final development of that faith. 
Although profound, such disagreement in no way implies reciprocal hostility (Pontifical Biblical 
Commission, 2001, para. 87).

 This official response is instructive. The authors acknowledged the existence of ‘discord’ in the 
way Jewish themes are represented in the New Testament: they chose not to deny, deflect or ignore the 
issue. The authors affirmed the core Christian belief that, for Christians, the fulfilment of God’s plan of 
salvation is mediated through Jesus – a belief they acknowledged is not shared by Jewish people. They 
conceded that working out this fundamental disagreement was difficult but need not be done in ways 
that are offensive or hostile. They advised that an educational response was required to provide context 
and significance to these challenging texts. They believed that dialogue and mutual understanding was 
possible “since Jews and Christians share a rich common patrimony that unites them. It is greatly to be 
desired that prejudice and misunderstanding be gradually eliminated on both sides, in favour of a better 
understanding of the patrimony they share and to strengthen the links that bind them” (Pontifical 
Biblical Commission, 2001, para. 87).

Call and Response

Educators, catechists, liturgists and scripture scholars have an extensive task in identifying and 
reforming examples of supersessionist themes in Christian hymns, prayers and rituals. This task of 
reform is not an attack on the Church, nor does it constitute a weakening of personal faith. Its aim is the 
opposite, in fact. As Moran (2016, p. 43) claimed, in Catholic school classrooms “every official doctrine 
- whether political or religious - should be subject to questioning”. Moran believed that

An open-minded searcher will discover many things worthy of admiration and find inspiration 
for the future. However, searching for the truth includes an openness to finding what may 
not be admirable at all. Genuine reform in the present requires understanding the past in its 
complexity. Church officials need to trust in the value of their own tradition and encourage 
debate, criticism, and the arts (Moran, 2016, p. 43).

An early Christian dictum asserted that the rule of faith is set by the rule of prayer: lex orandi, lex 
credendi, in the words of the fifth century Christian apologist Vincent of Lerins. Faber (2019) explained 
the meaning and significance of this Latin phrase for modern Christians: “Prescriptively, the church’s 
rule of faith, the confessions to which it subscribes, should determine the church’s rule of prayer. 
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Descriptively, the way the church worships shapes the faith of the church, what the church actually 
believes” (Faber 2019, p. iii). In colloquial terms, this suggests we pray about as much as we believe, 
and we believe about as much as we pray: what Christians pray about Jews and Judaism shapes what 
Christians believe about Jews and Judaism, and vice versa.

This insight suggests the need to take steps in the process of reform. In the first instance, 
awareness of the anti-Jewish content of popular hymns, prayers and rituals is essential. This can be 
a challenge for Christians who live in Christian-majority communities. Feldman (1997) believed that 
most Christians remain unaware of the unconscious and implicit forces that shape their understanding. 
He tells of an occasion when his wife “told a friend that we do not celebrate Christmas, the friend 
responded incredulously, asking how we could deprive our daughter of Santa Claus. Another friend 
asked my wife what church Temple Israel is affiliated with” (Feldman, 1997, p. 284). Feldman (1997, p. 
266) does not think that every Christian intentionally discriminates against Jews, “but rather that most 
Christians participate in cultural imperialism by assuming that certain inherently Christian symbols 
and interpretations of social reality represent the normal, the neutral, and the natural”.

Beyond the initial level of awareness of discord in the way Jews and Judaism are represented 
in Christian culture, the scope of the response required from the Church community promises to be 
challenging. Anderson (2005) warned that the work of repair will be strenuous and demand conscious 
and intentional efforts to reform:

the transformation of the ways we pray that are appropriate to our post-Holocaust context are 
possible yet difficult. The ritual character of liturgical prayer, especially the weekly (or daily) 
repetition of particular prayers and hymns over time, has written Christian theologies of 
displacement and supersession deep in our bones. Rewriting these theologies will require the 
same intentional, careful, and regular practice (Anderson, 2005, p. 126).

The process of revising and reconceptualising necessarily will be gradual, challenging those who 
undertake it to “walk haltingly, examining our hymns, prayers and gestures for contempt and disdain 
and for hidden and subtle forms of supersessionism” (Knight, 2005, p. 34). 

For Catholic educators committed to the work of healing, the options for repair are multiple. 
The texts of prayers and hymns can be the focus of critical study and evaluation. Students can re-
imagine, translate or amend challenging texts. The example of music educator Frank Abrahams can be 
followed. He found that little appropriate music of quality was available for his high school choirs, so he 
created his own repertoire by commissioning composers to write “music that is rich in Jewish themes 
for school concerts” (Abrahams, 2009, p. 335).

Decisions can be made about which texts no longer confirm, support or advance the official 
belief and practice of the Church. New texts can be located and promoted that do support current 
thinking. Students can be introduced to historical backgrounds and explanations that help them 
understand the existence of offending texts. Commentary before and after prayers and texts used in 
liturgical gatherings can be appended to assist in providing context and nuance. Catholic educators 
can ignore, delete and banish from liturgical gatherings in which they exercise leadership the prayers, 
songs and rituals that offend. They can find and present testimony of Jews who have expressed ways in 
which the texts have caused harm to them and to their community. They can admit to students that a 
problem of long-standing in the Church exists and provide them with theological, historical, ethical 
and liturgical resources to understand and respond to the issues involved.
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