
for staying publicly silent during World 
War II about Nazi atrocities. The church, 
however, has strongly defended the wartime   
 

John XXIII has been praised by Jewish leaders 
for his wartime work in saving Jews when he 

was apostolic delegate to Turkey  
 
Pope, crediting him with saving hundreds of 
thousands of Jewish lives with behind-the-
scenes efforts. 
   At the same time, John XXIII, who was 
Pope from 1958-63 has been praised by 
Jewish leaders for his wartime work in sav-
ing Jews when he was apostolic delegate to 
Turkey. They also praised him for conven-
ing the Second Vatican Council which for-
mally removed from church doctrine that 
Jews were collectively responsible for the 
death of Christ. 
   Steinberg said there was no commitment 
by the Vatican to cancel the process of be-
atification for Pius XII which, like that for 
John XXIII, has been going on for several 
years. 
   "We do not expect an official Vatican 
announcement about this. However, the 
development would be a wonderful gesture 
to the Jewish world because, by all accounts, 
John XXIII was a compassionate, caring 
and sensitive individual - the very definition 

of saintliness." 
   Pope Benedict XVI 
last month com-
memorated the 50th 
anniversary of the 
death of Pope Pius 
XII as the Vatican 
made the declaration  
that history would 
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 Vatican to beatify Pius XII 
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.  "The Vatican should know that for the Jewish 
world the beatification of Pius would open up a 
wound that will be difficult to heal," the Head 
of Italy's Jewish Communities Amos Luzzatto is 
reported as having told a leading Italian newspa-
per.   
    Father Peter Gumpel, who leads the Vatican's 
research into Pope Pius XII, said that Pope 
Benedict XVI could not make a visit to Jerusa-
lem as long as the Holocaust Museum carried an 
explicit criticism of the Vatican's record on Nazi 
policies.  
   According to the Vatican, Pope Pius XII re-
portedly worked to save as many Jews as possible 
but through discrete diplomatic channels as more 
forceful intervention would have worsened the 
situation.  
   The Vatican has also pointed out that Pius had 
ordered churches and convents throughout Italy to 
hide Jews and that the Roman Catholic Church 
diplomats in Europe helped many Jews evade the 
death camps by issuing them with false passports.  
   Even at a Mass commemorating the 50th anni-
versary of Pius' death earlier this month, Pope 
Benedict said in Rome that the pontiff had worked 
"secretly and silently" during the World War II to 
"avoid the worst and save the greatest number of 
Jews possible".  
 
Process being slowed down   
   Meanwhile according to World Jewish Con-
gress Executive Director, Elan Steinberg, the 
Roman Catholic Church has indicated it will 
slow down the process toward sainthood for 
Pope Pius XII.  
   He claimed this had been advised by Vatican 
officials in recent private meetings at the Vati-
can. The meetings were called at the Vatican 
to discuss the formation of a joint Catholic-
Jewish committee to review the Holy See's 
World War II archives. 
   "The effect will be that during the millen-
nium year we will likely see the beatification of 
John XXIII instead of Pius XII," he added. 
   Many Jewish groups have criticised Pius XII 

would exonerate the controversial 
Nazi-era pontiff. after World War II. 
   The commemorative mass came 
three days after the Grand Rabbi of 
Haifa spoke out against such an honour 
for the late Pope.   Its newspaper, 
Osservatore Romano in an editorial 
vowed to combat what it called a 
"black legend" painting Pius XII as 
indifferent to the Holocaust or even 
"pro-Nazi". 

   "History will exonerate Pius XII," 
wrote Italian historian Paolo Mieli, add-
ing: "The Jewish community was grateful 
to him"  
see Review: “A Cross too Heavy” Page 2 
 

Church leaders slam ABC  
over program cancellation 
 Australia’s church leaders have com-
bined to criticise the decision by ABC 
Radio National to cancel its weekly Re-
ligion Report program. Leading figures 
in the Catholic, Uniting Church and 
Anglican Church claimed the move rep-
resented a negation of the ABC Charter 
and should be reversed. 
   President of the Australian Catholic 
Bishops Conference, Archbishop Philip 
Wilson headed the clamour which was 
echoed by the Primate of the Anglican 
Church, Archbishop Phillip Aspinall 
who released an open letter to the ABC 
expressing the Church's disappointment 
at the program cuts. 
    Archbishop Wilson maintained that 
the ABC had an obligation to put more 
resources into less populist areas of me-
dia coverage.  
   "We can get more than enough of the 
latest celebrity gossip or political PR 
manoeuvrings via other outlets," he 
said,. 
   The president of the Uniting Church 
in Australia, the Reverend Gregor Hen-
derson, and the president of the Austra-
lian Federation of Islamic Councils, Ike-
bal Patel also spoke out yesterday against 
the downgrading of religious coverage 
on Radio National.  



E 

ditorial 
 Rabbi co-launches  
“A Cross Too Heavy” 

munism. 

  “O’Shea is critical of a Church which 
failed to identify post-Temple Judaism 
as a continuing and developing relig-
ion, honing in on an image of the Jew 
or the Jews as deicides incarnate.  In  
his analysis, O’Shea presents a church 
which was moulded by its time and in 
Eugenio Pacelli, a Pope who was moulded 
by his church.” 
   He went on to recall that in 1933, Cardi-
nal Gaspari, Pacelli’s immediate predeces-
sor in the secretariat supported a concor-
dat with Hitler so long as he didn’t declare 
war on the Holy See or Pope who was 
moulded by his church.” 
   He went on to recall that in 1933, Cardi-
nal Gaspari, Pacelli’s immediate predeces-
sor in the secretariat supported a concor-
dat with Hitler so long as he didn’t declare 
war on the Holy See or the German 
Catholic hierarchy.  Pacelli, himself, 
worked hard at every level to protect the 
interests of the Vatican and the bureauc-
racy he served.  Jews, even those who 
converted to Catholicism were left, aban-
doned at the roadside. 
   Said Rabbi Lawrence: “O’Shea suggests 
that by the time Pacelli became Pope in 
1939, the Vatican had determined that the 
Church’s role was not of this world.  It 
would make bland and general statements 
of morality and urging humanity.  But it 
saw itself impotent to interfere in a real 
world of nation states with armies.   
   “In this real world Catholics fought on 
both sides; Catholics were killing each 
other; Catholics were living in terrible 

conditions – their 
bishops and priests 
were exhorted to be 
patriots or risk 
martyrdom; and 
with it, the destruc-
tion of all their 
infrastructure… all 
the good that they 
might yet do in 
these most terrible 
times. 
   “Paul O’Shea’s 
research is an opti-
mistic appraisal of 
man who he sug-
gests was unequal 
to the challenges by 
which we judge 
him.  It makes 
strong condemna-
tion of the Judeo-
phobia and anti-
Semitism that the 
Church has au-
thored and con-
doned.”   
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No voice from the Jewish world? 
It may seem strange that the voices of pro-
test at the recent ABC Radio National deci-
sion to axe its flagship Religion Report pro-
gram (see Story: Page 1) evoked statements 
by Anglican, Catholic, Muslim and Uniting 
Church leaders but nothing from the Jewish 
world. It was of course unfortunate that the 
ABC announcement coincided with the Jew-
ish festival of Succot; hence no media  
contact could be made with the Jewish com-
munity. 
   Privately, it can be revealed that the senti-
ment among the Jewish community is 
equally adamant that the cancellation of the 
Crittenden-presented program was, at the 
very least, an abrogation of the spirit of the 
ABC Charter to present a broad cross sec-
tion of interests to the Australian people. 
   The Council of Christians and Jews, an 
organisation dedicated to the broadest pos-
sible dissemination of information and 
thought material for mutual understanding 
between the faiths, of dialogue to overcome 
past misconceptions and for education of the 
younger generation in measures of tolerance 
and respect for each other’s faith, is strongly 
of the opinion that the erasure of Religion 
from the ABC National Radio broadcast 
agenda is a retrograde step and one which 
should receive the loudest possible voice in 
protest at this seemingly insensitive step by 
ABC Management. The lame release by the 
organisation’s managing director that shortly 
the religion content would be disseminated 
in online format is hardly a positive response 
nor is it a practical alternative. After all, most 
online material merely reflects or is an echo 
of previously printed or broadcast material. 
   The Jewish community has at times voiced 
opinions on Stephen Crittenden’s leanings to 
an anti-Israel position. That there are always 
two sides to any point of view and that his 
very program is a platform for discussion 
and dissemination of these various opinions 
and standpoints should perhaps come into 
the equation here. 
  From a CCJ point of view, Crittenden as at 
all times, whenever asked, been more than 
co-operative with and helpful to the Council’s 
activities. His recent co-presentation of the 
launch of Paul O’Shea’s biography of Pope 
Paul XIII which was sponsored by the NSW 
branch of the Council is an example (see 
story this page) 
   At the very least, it should be the aim of 
every thinking Australian to voice his/her 
outrage to the ABC either directly or via a 
local Member of Parliament to have this ret-
rograde, insensitive and retrograde step re-
considered and to call for Religion to be put 
back into the front seat of society. 

A 
t the recent launch of the Paul Shea 
authored biography of Pope Pius 
XII at Sydney’s Parliament House, 
Chief Minister of the Sydney Great 

Synagogue, Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence referred to 
the newly-published work as a book about “the 
Pope of my grandparents’ youth.  
 Rabbi Lawrence, who co-launched the book 
with the ABC's Stephen Crittenden continued: 
“It is possibly faintly damning to call a scholarly 
history or biography a “good read.”  Nonethe-
less, without wishing to offend, I would like to 
say that the book is a good read.  From the 
outset, it is informative and it is engaging.  From 
the outset, Paul warned that he would unsettle 
me and challenge my preconceptions.  I have 
enjoyed the analysis and the challenge. 
   “The argument within the book is well con-
structed.  There can be no doubting the author’s 
personal and moral outrage at the Holocaust, 
the agencies which instigated it and those which 
let it happen.  Paul O’Shea opens with the par-
able of the Good Samaritan and its implicit 
condemnation of the bystander.   
   “Did the Church simply look the other way 
during the Holocaust? O’Shea traces the history 
of Christian and Catholic vilification of Jews 
from the earliest days, where a new religion 
branched from an ancient trunk.  He shows a 
progression of doctrinal rejection from 
Ambrose of Milan, through Augustine and 
Aquinas.  He presents the theological and his-
torical context, the power shifts within the Vati-
can, the Church in primacy, in eras of greater 
religiosity, through the Reformation and then 
the Church redefining its power and purpose in 
the aftermath of the ancien regime, in the age of 
the nation state, in the age of fascism and com-

Pictured a the Parliament 
House book launch: 
Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence, 
Council of Christians and 
Jews President, William 
Szekely, Peter  Debnam, 
MLA 
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Candidly Speaking: A 
courageous rabbi talks 
to the Catholic synod 
                    by Isi Leibler 
 

H 
aifa Chief Rabbi She'ar Yashuv Cohen recently became the first Jew to ad-
dress a synod of bishops at the Vatican. He did so with dignity and diplo-
macy, and unlike many Jews engaged in interfaith activity, he courageously 
raised issues that would not have endeared him to his audience.  

   The achievement of constructive goals in our interfaith activities is frequently under-
mined by internal handicaps. Many Jewish lay representatives active in the field are 
ignorant of their own religious heritage and thus incapable of presenting an authentic 
Jewish position.  

A signal of hope and love 

   Another problem is that many lay Jewish 
activists are tempted to regard access to Chris-
tian or Muslim groups as an end in itself. They 
fail to appreciate that sharing platforms and 
obtaining photo opportunities can be counter-
productive if it imposes an obligation to remain 
silent on "sensitive" issues so as not to 
"destabilize the relationship."  
 

“Some rabbis are insufficiently 

experienced with the world to be 

able to effectively participate in 

interfaith encounters” 

 
   Cohen was not burdened by such handicaps 
when he addressed Pope Benedict XVI and a 
gathering of 253 cardinals, archbishops and 
bishops. He conveyed to them the meaning of 
Torah for Jews and also expressed the hope 
that after such a long and painful history of 
"blood and tears," his presence at such a gath-
ering was a "signal of hope and love for gen-
erations to come." Yet instead of basking in his 
glory, he diplomatically but forcefully raised the 
most sensitive issue on the Catholic-Jewish 
agenda.   
    Over the past half century, the role of Pope 
Pius XII during the Holocaust has been the 
subject of bitter controversy. Jewish and other 
critics have accused him of failing to speak out 
against the murder of the Jews. They maintain 
that when the Jews were deported from Rome 
to Auschwitz, the Pope did not intervene and 

 

that his silence provided international legiti-
macy to the Nazis. His critics allege that he 
was motivated by fear of communism, cow-
ardice and even outright anti-Semitism. Oth-
ers who say that they have not yet made up 
their minds on the controversy nonetheless 
criticize the Vatican for denying independ-
ent scholars access to the archives which 
could shed additional light on the issue.  
    
Refute that he was antisemitic 

The prevailing Jewish view is reflected at 
Yad Vashem by a terse caption under the 
image of Pope Pius which states: "Even 
when reports about the murder of Jews 
reached the Vatican, the Pope did not pro-
test either verbally or in writing”. 
   The defenders of Pope Pius XII, including 
the current Pope, bitterly refute the allega-
tion that he was anti-Semitic, insisting that 
he "worked secretly and relentlessly trying to 
save as many Jews as possible.".  
    Clearly the Vatican is determined to pro-
ceed with the beatification. Although most 
Jews remain convinced that Pius was guilty, 
at the very least of the sin of silence in the 
face of evil, some Jewish interfaith leaders 
have recently tended to soft-pedal this issue. 
They fear that continued public expression 
of the Jewish position could lead to a break-
down in the positive Jewish-Catholic rela-
tionship initiated during the term of Pope 
John XXIII and followed by his successors. 
Some also insist that we should not be in-
volved in what is unquestionably an internal 
matter for the Church to resolve.  
 
Never referred to Pius by name 

   The International Jewish Commission on 
Interdenominational Consultations had al-
ready agreed not to raise the subject when it 
meets the Pope next month - although that 
may now change.  
    When he formally addressed the synod, 
Cohen never explicitly referred to Pope Pius 
XII by name, although it was obvious to 
whom he was relating. In the most diploma-
tic manner, he told the synod that most 
Jews, especially survivors, felt that the  

                     Isi Leibler 
 
Pope had failed to condemn the Holo-
caust.  
   "He may have helped many of those 
suffering in secrecy, but the question is, 
could he have raised his voice and would it 
have helped or not? Only God can answer 
that. But I have to make it very clear that 
we, the rabbis, the leadership of the Jewish 
people, must take account of the feelings 
of the deceased and cannot simply say we 
forgive or we forget. It pains us but we 
cannot endorse that such a leader of the 
Church now be honoured," he said.  
 
 An authentic voice 

  Cohen also urged the synod actively to 
condemn Iranian President's Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad's obscene call for Israel's 
destruction.  
 

Some Jews...fear that contin-

ued public expression of the 

Jewish position could lead to 

a breakdown in the positive 

Jewish-Catholic relationship   

 

   “The problem during World War II was 
that people did not believe what Hitler was 
saying,” he said, "Unfortunately we had 
the Holocaust, and we are pained when we 
remember that not enough was done by 
the leadership of world religions and other 
powerful leaders to stop it then. We expect 
them to do so today. My being here makes 
me feel that we can expect your help, and I 
am sure your message will be listened to 
by influential people all over the world."  
   Rabbi She'ar Yashuv Cohen is a remark-
able spiritual leader, a great scholar and an 
authentic voice of national religious Jews 
that is rarely heard. He is admired and 
respected by all religious groups, including 
the haredim. Would that we were blessed 
with more rabbis of such calibre and out-
look.  
 
ileibler@netvision.net.il 

Haifa 
Chief 
Rabbi 
She'ar 
Yashuv 
Cohen: 
raised the 
most sen-
sitive is-
sue on the 
Catholic-
Jewish 
agenda.  
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 Pope slams antiPope slams antiPope slams antiPope slams anti----Semitism in meeting with Semitism in meeting with Semitism in meeting with Semitism in meeting with 

French JewsFrench JewsFrench JewsFrench Jews 
Pope Benedict XVI slammed anti-Semitism as theologically unjus-
tifiable and tantamount to being "anti-Christian" in a meeting with 
French-Jewish leaders in Paris on Friday. The meeting came on the 
first day of a four-day trip to France, the pontiff's 10th trip out of 
Italy since his election in April 2005. "The Church is opposed to 
every form of anti-Semitism, which can never be theologically jus-
tified," he said, quoting French theologian Henri de Lubac as say-
ing he had understood that "to be anti-Semitic also signifies being 
anti-Christian." Benedict lamented the victims of anti-Semitism, 
saying: "Once again I feel the duty to pay heartfelt recognition to 
those who have died unjustly, and to those that have dedicated 
themselves to assure that the names of these victims may always be 
remembered. God does not forget." He called for greater Chris-
tian-Jewish understanding, noting that the two religions' "fraternal 
bonds constitute a continual invitation to know and to respect one 
another better." Rabbi Joseph Sitruk, a former chief rabbi of 
France, said after the meeting that it had been a "historic rap-
prochement between Judaism and the Church." Benedict also met 
with French cultural leaders and leaders of the country's Muslim 
community. More than a quarter million turned out in Paris for 
Benedict's outdoor Mass on Saturday morning. In his homily, the 
pope focused on the ills of modern materialism, condemning un-
bridled passion for power, possessions and money. "Has not our 
modern world created its own idols?" Benedict, 81, said, wonder-
ing out loud whether people have "imitated, perhaps inadvertently, 
the pagans of antiquity?" Later in the day, the pontiff began a pil-
grimage to the shrine at Lourdes, a craggy grotto that he calls a 
"citadel of life and of hope," that draws millions of pilgrims each 
year seeking strength and miracle cures.  
 

 Cuba opens first Russian church 

   Cuba's first Russian Orthodox church has been consecrated in 
the capital, Havana, in a ceremony attended by Cuban President 
Raul Castro.    The consecration was part of a day of activities to 
celebrate improving Cuba-Russia ties, which were damaged after 
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991.  
   Russian diplomats and members of Cuba's small Russian com-
munity crowded into the cathedral for the service.  
   The gold-domed Our Lady of Kazan cathedral was built over the 
last four years, discreetly and slowly, mirroring the development of 
ties between Havana and Moscow according to the BBC..  
   Most of the construction of the church, which is located in his-
toric old Havana surrounded by Spanish colonial architecture, was 
paid for by the Cubans.  
   Mr Castro, dressed in a dark suit and tie, joined the congregation 
as the cathedral was consecrated but left before the liturgical ser-
vice began.    Metropolitan Kirill, the head of foreign relations for 
the Russian Orthodox Church, had travelled from Moscow to per-
form Sunday's ceremony, accompanied by several government 
ministers.  
   "This is a monument to Russian-Cuban friendship and all the 
efforts that have preserved our relations including the most diffi-
cult moments of the Cold War," he said. 
 

First Orthodox Jew to head Argentine`  

organisation 

   The first Orthodox Jew elected to head Argentina's largest Jew-
ish organisation has taken office amid an angry debate over reli-
gious and cultural identity.  

of the 22,000-member Argentine Israeli Mutual Association, 
known as AMIA.  
   "AMIA is, and will be, the representative of all Jews, without 
exclusion and with a spirit of dialogue," Borger said in a recent 
speech. Borger is the group's first Orthodox president in its 114-
year history.  
 

 Attacks on Iraqi Christians 

   The United States has condemned attacks on Iraqis, including 
those against Christians in the northern city of Mosul where a 
surge in violence against the community has provoked an exo-
dus."The US embassy in Baghdad condemns the recent attacks 
against Iraqis in cities such as Baghdad and Nineveh, including 
those attacks targeting Christian communities in Mosul," an em-
bassy statement said. 
   A series of a dozen murders over the past few weeks has 
prompted 1,307 families of Iraq's mixed Christian minorities to 
flee their homes to the relative safety of the countryside, accord-
ing to Jaweat Ismael, head of Mosul's bureau of displaced peo-
ple. Heavy police reinforcements have helped staunch the flight 
from Mosul, long considered one of the country's most danger-
ous cities as well as Al-Qaeda's last urban stronghold in Iraq.A 
small bomb placed on the door of a Syrian Catholic church in 
Mosul's Alsaa quarter damaged the city's oldest Christian house 
of worship. 

 

 "Prayer for the Current Financial Situation" 

   Britons fearful about the global financial crisis are 
turning to God -- at least online, flocking in their thousands to a 
special prayer on the Church of England's website .A new 
"Prayer for the Current Financial Situation" has been viewed 
nearly 8,000 times since it was published online in September, 
increasing traffic to the 'prayers for today' section of the website 
by 28 percent. 
   The number of people visiting a section offering debt advice -- 
including a feature that helps visitors work out how the credit 
crunch will affect them -- has also gone up by 71 percent in the 
past few weeks, the Church said. 
   "I'm delighted the content is resonating with people, and there 
is something the church has to offer people," said the Church of 
England's national steward, John Preston who wrote the debt 
advice."I think that people aren't necessarily going online to seek 
religion, but as they are browsing, their thoughts turn to it. 
   "We know that many people do pray, but things are made so 
accessible by having it online. Instead of having to go some-
where, and find something, we just provide some words that 
people can go through wherever they are."The prayer for the 
financial crisis notes that "we live in disturbing days", with rising 
prices, increasing debts, job losses and collapsing banks, and 
calls on God to "be a tower of strength amid the shifting sands".  
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Both sides need to hear the other’s painful narrative 
Ron Hoenig  

Peace in Middle East depends on both 
sides hearing the painful narrative of the 
other, according to Jewish Co-Chair of 
the Council of Christians and Jews (SA), 
Ron Hoenig. 
   Reporting to a Council meeting in Ade-
laide on his return from the recent ICCJ 
conference on “The Contribution of Jewish-
Christian-Muslim Dialogue to Peace-
Building in the Middle East”, Hoenig said 
that to both Jews and Arabs, Israel was 
“country” in the sense used by Indigenous 
Australians  
   He said claims to the land by both sides of 
the Israel/Palestine conflict were, if any-
thing, more “legitimate” that the interna-
tionally unquestioned right of ownership of 
“white Europeans” to Australia. 
    Referring, in particular, to a pre-
conference tour called “Hearing the other’s 
religio-historical narrative”, Hoenig de-
scribed a national narrative as a construction 
put on events to create a sense of national 
belonging. 
   Both Jews and Arabs had narratives of 
immense loss: the Holocaust and the Naqba 
(catastrophe) of exile, expulsion and colonial 
occupation. 
   Hoenig said understanding competing 

 narratives was an important way to defuse 
“some of the anguish and confusion” he felt 
in reflecting on the journey. 
   Exploring the other’s narrative could be 
frightening he said, because people may not 
want to see their  most valued beliefs as 
“only” stories, but it could also be liberating: 
“It can take the heat out of the encounter 
with the other to realise that their narrative 
is, like ours, a story,” he said. 
   Both Arab and Jewish people in Israel 
sought to pursue peace through sharing 
narratives. 
   Arab and Jewish historians, for example,  
involved in a writing project called PRIME 
(Peace Research in the Middle East) had 
structured a history text book for both Jew-
ish and Arab students where the Palestinian 
and the Israeli narrative had been written 
side by side with a space for the student to 
make their own comment. 
   Another opportunity for Arab and Jewish 
children to hear each other’s narratives was 
at The Centre for Humanistic Education at 
the Ghetto-fighter’s kibbutz.  
   Here the story of the Jewish Holocaust 
was used not just as a narrative of immense 
Jewish suffering but to show the destruction 

rights, which could happen anywhere.  
   Arab students living in Israel, Hoenig said, 
understood the implication of the historical 
erosion of human rights more intimately in 
their lives than Jewish students. 
   A benefit of the program was for both sides 
to better understand the other’s pain, yet some 
narratives were valorised and others erased. 
   While the Holocaust was commemorated in 
many locations both in Israel and all over the 
world, there was no memorial for the displace-
ment of Arab people from their villages, such 
as Biram in the northern Galilee, and the kill-
ing of Arab villagers at Deir Yassin in 1948. 
   The very Arab presence in the former Deir 
Yassin was obscured by Jewish families living 
in the former mosque and re-naming the vil-
lage. 
   Hoenig said among the strongest signs of 
hope in the Middle East was the Bereaved 
Relatives Circle in which families who had lost 
members in terrorist acts or military actions 
reached out to each other across the lines. 
   He said the strong agreement of the confer-
ence was that while the issue in IsraelPalestine 
is one of territory, religion has to be taken into 
account. 
   What he described as the “dance” of inter 
faith encounter could be used as a model for 
relationships between communities and narra-
tives. 
   “Our ability to converse with one another 
does not depend on my accepting the truth of 
what the other believes,” he said.  
   It depends on accepting that the other actu-
ally believes what she says she believes and to 
look at that person with respect.  
   “That means that not only do I accept that 
that person believes what she believes, but that 
he/she is an alright person ,”he said. 
   The real issue, he said, was to see oneself 
through the eyes of the other and to think 
about what one might do if one were in the 
same shoes. 
   Another issue was  taking  responsibility for 
actions “taken in my name”. 
   “Many Jewish Israelis I met said they were 
proud Zionists but were unable to live with 
some of the actions taken in their name. Pales-
tinians I met were equally torn about the use 
of violence.” 
    Hoenig added that he was disappointed that 
there was no publicity for the conference while 
it was taking place, but spoke about the 
breadth of publicity of interfaith activity and 
pro-peace activity through alternative media 
such as the e-journal "Common Ground.” 

 

  

Ron 
Hoenig  
(behind 
dark 
glasses!) 
in Israel 
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WA Council demystifies contemplative spirituality 
                                                           --Judith Schneider, CCJWA committee member 
 
 CCJWA’s seminar held earlier this year proved a vibrant event, with about 45 people  
 in   attendance to  hear a discussion on “Mystical Awakenings: Contemplative  
 Spirituality in Judaism and Christianity”.  

Speakers, Dr Nancy Ault (Lecturer in Practi-
cal Theology at Murdoch University) and 
Rabbi Moshe Bernstein (Educational Direc-
tor of the Council of Orthodox Rabbis and 
Educators) gave an insight into contemplative 
practices in contemporary Christianity and 
Judaism. The two approaches to spirituality 
revealed a harmonious tandem. Since the 
experience of consciousness and the struggle 
to find a meaningful symbol of God’s imma-
nence is shared by all humanity, not surpris-
ingly the presentations provided as much 
unity as divergence.  
   Though Christian contemplative practice in 
the contemporary environment seems far 
from its desert and monastic origins, its roots, 
Dr Ault stated, are to be found in these early 
ascetical practices. After tracing these roots, 
she noted Thomas Merton was instrumental 
in introducing contemplation into the popu-
lar imagination. Originally from a monastic 
tradition, Merton, experiencing a reconcilia-
tion between ‘contemplation’ and ‘action’, 
relocated contemplation in action. He subse-
quently defined contemplation as the practice 
of unity with God’s will.  
   
Centering Prayer 
 Dr Ault described contemplation as “being 
in the presence of God, a state in which the 
mind is stilled.” This was in contrast to 
prayer, as involving conversation with God, 
and meditation, as reflecting upon a stimulus 
of a spiritual nature.  
   Contemplative Outreach, an example of 
contemplative practice in the contemporary 
environment encourages the “contemplative 
dimension of the Gospel in everyday active 
life.” As contemplation is conceived of as a 
relationship with God, the practice of Center-
ing Prayer, a means for nurturing a relation-
ship with God, is encouraged and supported. 
The aim of centering prayer is to be “present, 
open, and receptive to God.” Through a sym-
bolic word, or the rhythm of the breath, the 
person is brought into the presence of God. 
Dr Ault then led those present in a short 
experience of Centering Prayer.  
    
5 parts of the soul 
Rabbi Bernstein’s presentation on expres-
sions of Jewish mysticism addressed some 
misconceptions and introduced Kabbalah, 
describing how traditional mystical traditions 
are interpreted today. It elaborated on a 
model of the 5 parts of the soul, concluding 
with a meditation based on this.  
   Attention was first drawn to the transcen-
dent effect of meditating on the illusory na-
ture of the physical, with respect to current 
subatomic theory. Science, in its contempla-

lation of matter as timeless energy, speaks 
to the mystics as it speaks in the language 
of paradox. Science may be interpreted as 
the inspiration for ‘trans-rational being’, a 
notion which avoids the idea of a state of 
‘pre-rational’ being. To find reality is not 
to go back before reason, but to go 
through it and beyond it.  
 

   ‘Pop’ Kabbalah, Jewish  

Renewal in America and the 

Kabbalah movement in Israel 

 
    Rabbi Bernstein then introduced the 
orthodox Jewish mysticism of ‘Kabbalah’ 
(meaning ‘received’) as a tradition handed 
down to an elite school of rabbis, a collec-
tion of hidden wisdom which had been 
delved from the depth of the Torah, a 
level beyond the progressively deepening 
levels of literal, exegetic, and hermeneutic.  
   This orthodox mysticism, especially in 
Hasidic form, was translated into contem-
porary practices, namely, ‘Pop’ Kabbalah, 
Jewish Renewal in America, and theKab-
balah movement in Israel. Rabbi Bernstein 
reflected there was a trend in young peo-
ple to refuse the mythical, wanting rather 

to experience the ‘actual God’, to be 
connected with what exists. Contempla-
tion expressed as ‘being in unity with the 
life force generated by God’, responds to 
this desire.   
   An apt conclusion was provided by Dr 
Ault in reply to a question about the 
‘ecstatic’ experience. Originally the mys-
tical life was simply understood as the 
mystery of God and the experience of 
moving in harmony with the will of 
God. This was an understanding to 
which people were returning. 
 
 NOTE: a more comprehensive 
summary of this event can be found 
on the recently launched CCJWA 
website  

   Dr. Nancy Ault 
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   Genesis – the Book with Seventy Faces is a beautifully written and illustrated 
guide to the Book of Genesis for the whole family.  With its multiple layers on each 
page it allows children and parents to enjoy reading together and introduces families 
to the experience of shared Torah study. 
   In the tradition of Jewish commentary the book provides levels of understanding - 
traditional and modern interpretations, legend, Kabbalah and Midrash - that invite 
readers to engage with the stories and become commentators themselves.    
This new Genesis commentary is designed for children ages 8 - 14 and their parents 
to learn together, and is an ideal resource for Jewish family education.   
   Questions on the page encourage children and parents to discuss the issues of 
morality, interpersonal relationships and philosophy raised by the text. Thus families 
are offered a way to connect around the Genesis stories, showing how these stories 
reflect our own struggles and dilemmas. Further source material and historical back-
ground are provided in margin boxes for teenagers and adults. References to all 
commentaries and source material are given in the endnotes.  
   Based on the Talmudic teaching that the Torah has seventy faces, this guide to 
Genesis includes a wide range of commentaries and will be appreciated by Jews of 
all backgrounds. It helps readers navigate their way through Jewish texts and pro-
vides a gateway into the vast world of Jewish learning. 
 
  
 About the author: Esther Takac is a psychologist and children's author. After 
completing her Masters in Child Psychology at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
she specialized in child and family assessment and therapy, working in public and 
private practice. Esther is the author of Loni and the Moon, a children's book placed 
on the Victorian Premier's Reading List.  She has studied Jewish texts for many years 
and presents workshops on Genesis.   


