Rl ses

e g s st

RO i o' 4

e gl B "‘-«‘<

SOERERR e PR

TN o 7 A
Y o s o

7B S atin IR i al b o & s

o e ———

e tmanep oty

oy

..

v
e

L LOTE Aty e
EA el e

N e bty

s

-

AN sy e e =g

s . -

PAGE 12 THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 10, 1994

CATHOLIC COURIER DIOCESE OF ROCHESTER, N.Y.

__ COLUMNS
CoMmm

ARY

Why did the Vatican wait S0 long?

By Father Richard P. McBrien

" Syndicated columnist

< Al Catholics should welcome the
recently signed agreement between
the Vatican and Israel to establish for-
mal diplomatic relations. Many, how-
ever, are probably indifferent to the
whole affair. That would be a griev-
ous mistake, and this week’s column is
an effort to explain why.

We Catholics are a people awash in
symbols. The principle of sacramen-
tality is central to our theological,
liturgical and spiritual traditions.

When St. Ignatius Loyola enjoined
his young company of Jesuits to see
God in all things, he was echoing that

~ same principle. Jesus Christ, the sev-

en sacraments, countless sacramen-
tals, and indeed the whole created
universe are, for Catholics, signs of
God’s loving presence and instru-
ments of God’s redemptive work on
our behalf.

Among the sacramentals that
Catholics employ as ways of raising
their minds and hearts to God are
holy water, palms, ashes, statues, and
medals.

No sacramental is a more common
fixture in Catholic homes and schools
than the crucifix, which is, for
Catholics, a reminder of God’s un-
bounded, sacrificial love for humanity.

But symbols have different mean-
ings for different people. By contrast,

* when many Jews look upon the cross, -

they see in it a symbol of repression
and persecuuon

It is a reminder to them of how, in
times. long past, Catholics forcibly

“converted®jews to Christianity, -or -

Struggle has a spirituality all its
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expelled “converted” Jews to Chris-
tianity, or expelled them from their
homes: .

And it is a particularly gruesome
reminder of how, in times not so long
past, a bent version of the cross, called
a swastika, became every king’s em-
blem of mass murder and barbarities.

Feeding this was a theologically cor-
rupt, centuries-old belief that the Jew-
ish people — not only in Jesus’ time
but for all time — bears a collective
guilt for the crucifixion.

It should not be completely sur-
prising, therefore, that many Jews have
been less than enthusiastic about the
new Vatican-Israeli accords.

As the deputy foreign minister who
signed the accords on behalf of Israel
pointed out: “Behind the agreement
there are thousands of years of histo-
ry, full of hatred, fear and ignorance,

-with afew islands of understanding, of

By Gregory F. Augustine Pierce
Syndicated columnists

Ed Shurna has spent the last 25
years working as a community orga-
nizer in some of Chicago’s toughest
neighborhoods. Recently, a founda-
tion rewarded him with a six-month,
paid sabbatical.

What did he do with it? Travel to
the Holy Land? Vacation in the
Caribbean? Spend a semester study-
ing at Harvard?

Not Shurna. He journeyed to South
Africa and Central America to inter-
view people who have been involved
in the fights for freedom and justice —
and more specifically about the spir-
ituality they found in their struggle.

“This idea came to me when we
were fighting the building of a new
football stadium for the Bears on the
west side of Chicago,” he explains.
“The stadium would have wiped out
the entire community, and there were
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no plans for replacement housing or
jobs for the residents.

“At a certain point, it looked as if
we had definitely lost the fight, and I

cooperation and of dialogue. Behind
the agreement there are very few years
of hght and many more years of dark-
ness.”

The deputy foreign minister’s coun-
terpart at the ceremony, the Vatican
undersecretary of state, did not say
anything “that could be remotely con-
strued as contrition, as some Israelis
had demanded,” The New York Times
reported. He spoke instead of a new
impetus and energy toward “dialogue
and respectful cooperation between
Catholics and Jews.”

To this day, however, many Jews re-
main convinced, even in the teeth of
persistent Vatican denials, that the
wartime pontiff, Pius XII, “did not
speak out with enough force or raise
his hand with enough vigor” to save
some of the six million Jews execut-
ed by the Nazis.

To be sure, the Second Vatican
Council did much to alleviate this Jew-
ish pain and anger. The Declaration
on the Relationship of the Church to
Non-Christian Religions (Nostra Ae-
tate) made clear that “what happened
in (Christ’s) passion cannot be blamed
upon all the Jews then living, without
distinction, nor upon the Jews of to-
day” (n.4).

The council insisted, furthermore,
that Jews were not to be presented as
“repudiated or cursed by God,” and it
deplored “the hatred, persecutions,
and displays of anti-Semitism direct-
ed against the Jews at any time and
from any source.”

In April 1986 Pope John Paul Il be-
came the first pope to visit a syna-
gogue — the main one in Romeé —
where he called Jews ‘our beloved el»

was sitting around after a meeting feel-
ing pretty sorry for myself when this
little 78-year-old African-American
lady, Mabel Manning, came up to me
and asked me what was wrong,” he
added. “When I told her that I was
discouraged, she asked, ‘Do you know
what the word ‘struggle’ means? It
doesn’t mean you are never down or
always victorious. It means you never
give up hope.’

“I was amazed that this woman -

could have so much hope in the midst
of our defeat, and I realized that she
had a spirituality that I didn’t under-
stand,” Shurna continued. “It turned
out later that we in fact won the fight
on the stadium. When I got the op-
portunity for this sabbatical, I decid-
ed that I had to find out how people
like Mabel in other countries dealt
with struggle.”

Shurna went to South Africa,
Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala
and Panama. “I always started by

der brothers” and condemned anti-
Semitism in words taken directly from
Nostra Aetate.

For many Jews, however, these pos-
itive developments — including the
new diplomatic initiative — are too lit-
tle, too late.

A respected daily newspaper in
Jerusalem editorialized that, in view of
the church’s long persecution of Jews,
it “should not be forgiven.” A com-
mentary in the largest selling paper
in Israel referred to “the souls of mil-
lions of tortured who went to Heav-
en in black smoke, under the blessing
of the Holy See.”

At the same time many other voic-
es in the Jewish community, here and
abroad, have applauded the diplo-
matic initiative, referring to it as “the
end of a long chapter characterized -
by estrangement and a painful tor-
mented relationship.”

But the state of Israel has been in
existence for almost 50 years. Why
did the Vatican wait so long?

One reason is that it feared reprisals
against the tiny minority of Arab
Christians living throughout the Mid-
dle East. The recent Arab-Israeli ac-
cords changed that situation.

Another reason may be the Vati-
can’s distress over the recent revival
of anti-Semitism throughout Eastern
Europe. .

Every Catholic should be especially
concerned about that ugly phenome-
non — and mightily ashamed as well
that so many of their co-religionists
continue t6 wallow in the muck and
mire of anti-Semitism.

It is against everything that jesus,
himself a Jew, stood for — and died for. . ;

own

telling people the story of Mabel Man-

ning and the stadium,” he explains,
“and they connected with it immedi-

ately. They were both intrigued and

grateful that a North American would

come — not only to ask them about

their struggle but about what is help-

ing them sustain it.

“Although every person I talked to
had risked his or her life, and many
had had one or more loved ones
killed, they all expressed a deep spir-
ituality that amazed me,” Shurna says.
“Not all of them put it in religious
terms, but they definitely believed that
there was a power greater than them
that supported them and gave mean-
ing to their lives. Every single one of
them — just like Mabel — believed that
ultimately their cause would win be-
cause it was right and just.”

Shurna has returned to the U.S. de-
termined to continue his investigation
of struggle’s spirituality and to share
what he has learned with others.
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