




CHAPTER? 

Interpreting the Bible in Relation to Other 

Religions: Hermeneutics and Identity 

Leo D. Lefebure 

Amid the debate over the degrees of continuity and discontinuity between 
the Second Vatican Council and the earlier Catholic tradition, one of the 
most important and transformative hermeneutical decisions made by the 
council deserves particular attention: how Catholics interpret the Bible in 
relation to other religious traditions. 1 The challenge goes back to ancient 
times, when Israelites and Jews interpreted their sacred texts and traditions 
in a lively exchange with their religious neighbors, which involved both 
appropriation and polemic. Followers of Jesus Christ continued this 
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tradition by interpreting their sacred texts in relation to other religious
traditions; in these relationships, Christians continued the biblical critique
of idols, but they also appropriated important elements from other reli­
gious traditions.

The Bible offers a variety of precedents for interreligious relations
ranging from the cordial encounter of King Solomon with the Queen of
She?a (1 _Kgs 10:1-13) to the c:iticism _of King Solomon for marrying
foreign wives and allow,ng worship of deities such as Astarte and Milcom
(1 Kgs 11:5-13) to the brutal command of Elijah to kill the priests ofBaal 
just a few chapters later in the same book (1 Kgs 18:39-40). Since the
Christian Bible is complex and multi-voiced, every community and every
generation of Christians must decide which biblical passages to place in
the foreground and which in the background of its understanding.

In reading the scriptures in regard to other religious traditions
Christians can choose to employ a hermeneutics of hostility or a herme�
neutics of generosity, or some combination of the two. Often this choice
may seem self-evident and receive little or no reflection, but it is one of the
most important factors shaping both biblical hermeneutics and interreli­
gious relations. A hermeneutics of hostility judges other religious alterna­
tives harshly and places primary emphasis on biblical texts that condemn
other traditions and in some cases even demand violent attacks on others
in the name of God. The polemic against idols in prophetic and apocalyp­
tic texts can easily be read as supporting such a stance. A hermeneutics of
hostility can combine with a variety of methodologies, ranging from alle­
gorical interpretation to historical criticism. A hermeneutics of respect and
generosity seeks to heal relationships and places primary emphasis on bib­
lical texts that propose common values and that counsel reconciliation and
cooperation. In ancient Israel, the wisdom tradition engaged construc­
tively in dialogue with the sages of other traditions and borrowed from
them.2 Throughout history, Catholics have generally interpreted the Bible
through a lens of hostility toward otl1er religious paths. One of the most
important contributions of the Second Vatican Council was to transform
official Cailiolic practice from a hermeneutic of hostility to one of respect
and generosity in interreligious relations. This transformation sets an
agenda that challenges Catholics still.

2 Leo G. Perdue, The Sn,ord and the Stylus: An Introduction to Wisdom in the Age of Empires 
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INTERPRETING THE BIBLE IN RELATION TO OTHER RELIGIONS... 103 

Together with the shift from a hermeneutic of hostility to one of respect
d generosity come important and intriguing questions concerning iden-w .d . city and boundaries. A hermeneutic of hostility ?ften supports _an I entity

forged through oppositional bond'.ng. Trad1t1onall_r Catholic� defined
tI,eir identity against Jews and Muslims, who were viewed as allies of the
Antichrist. A hermeneutic of respect and generosity brin�s _greater atten­
tion to what unites Catholics and followers of other religious paths. I'.1
some contexts, boundaries can be very clear and firm, mar�ed by �orm1 -
dable barriers; in oilier settings boundaries may be more flmd, servmg as
places of communication and excl:a�ge; here questio_ns of iden_tity are
more open to discussion and negot1at1on. What Catholics share with oth­
ers may be at least as important as what differentiates them.

Nostra Aetate bears the title Declaratio de ecclesiae habitudine ad reli­
giones non-christianas ("Declaration on tl1e Relation of the Church to
Non-Christians"). The word "habitudo" is usually translated as "relation,"

f h  " h'. " but it can also mean "attitude." The use o t e term non-c risttanas 
suggests a definition of Catholic identity that stands in sharp contrast_ toothers who are designated as "non-Christians."3 Nonetheless, the opemng
sec�ion makes a bold assertion of oneness that may seem utopian or escha­
tological: "Una enim communitas sunt omnesgentes" ("For all peoples are
one community," NA 1). Nostra Aetate grounds the assertion of oneness
in the common origin and common destination of all humans, but the
assertion has multiple implications.

In the shift from a hermeneutic of hostility to a hermeneutic of gener­
osity, one of the most interesting questions concerns the si�n(ficance �f
the boundaries between Catholics and followers of other rehg,ous tradi­
tions. To what degree are Catholics fundamentally different from other
traditions, and to what degree are they already now "una communitas'?
In different ways, the question of boundaries is important for Catholic
relations with Jews, Muslims, and Buddhists. Contemporary chaos theory
advises us tl1at boundaries can function in many ways, variously uniting
and separating. Not to have boundaries is not to have a clear identity, but
boundaries that are too rigid can imprison and restrict life. Boundaries can
be impermeable barriers, fortified by implacable walls; they can also be
meeting points for commerce and transit, vital places for the exchange of

3In 1964 Pope Paul VI had established the Secretariat for Non-Christians. In 1988 Pope 
John Paul II changed the name of the dicastery to the "Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue." Many have felt that it is not helpful to refer to others by what they are not. 
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Roncalli knew he could not single-handedly dismantle the many walls 
dividing Christians, but he was resolved to do what he could: "I try to pull 
out a brick here and there."1 During the horrors of World War II, he did 
everything he could to rescue Jews in Eastern Europe from the Shoah. As 
a result of his service in Eastern Europe, he won the good will and respect 
of Orthodox Christians, Muslims, and Jews. In impossible situations 
marked by hostility and distrust, Roncalli brought generosity, trust, and 
concern inspired by the Gospel. 

A few years later, as pontiff on a global stage, Pope St. John XXIII 
brought this spirit of generosity to all people of good will. In 1959 he 
announced the Second Vatican Council with the hope that it could con­
tribute to the unity of Christians; a personal encounter in 1961 witl1 
French Jewish historian Jules Isaac persuaded him that the Council needed 
to reconsider relations with the Jewish people. When he formally con­
voked the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council on December 25, 1961, by 
issuing the Apostolic Constitution Humanae Salutis ("Of Human 
Salvation"), Pope John began with "painful considerations" concerning 
the crisis he saw underway in society at iliat time. Refusing to despair, he 
placed his confidence in the grace of God offered in Jesus Christ and made 
it clear that he was not calling ilie Council for Catholics alone, hoping that 
the Council could invite all people of good will "to turn their thoughts 
and proposals toward peace. "2 

His hopes for consideration of peace proved most timely, for the Second 
Vatican Council opened during the same month as the Cuban missile cri­
sis, when Pope John played an important role in mediating between Soviet 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev and US President John F. Kennedy. In the 
atmosphere of the Cold War, often dominated by mistrust, tension, and 
threats of violence, Pope John opened the Council with a moving address 
filled with hope: Gaudet Mater Ecclesia-Mother Church Rejoices!

A few montl1s later, for tl1e first time in papal history Pope John 
addressed his final encyclical not only to Catholics but to all people of 
good will, officially promulgating Pacem in Terris (Peace on Earth), on 
Holy Thursday, April 11, 1963, just two months before his death. In the 
encyclical, John addressed the arixieties of a world on tl1e brink of war and 
offered a moving meditation on hopes for peace, as well as on issues of 

1 Cited by Peter Hebblethwaite, John XXIII: Pope of the Century (London: Continuum,

2000), 78. 
2 John XX.III, Apostolic Constitution Hmnanae Salutis, MS 54 (1962): 5-13, no. 9. 
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economic justice for the poor. For the first time in Catholic history, Pope 
John recognized the right of all persons to follow their conscience regard­
ing their religious faith and practice. This groundbreaking encyclical suc­
ceeded in reaching a worldwide audience: it is still the only papal encyclical 
to have been set to music-as an oratorio by French Jewish composer 
Darius Milhaud. It is also the only papal encyclical that was published in 
its entirety in both the Soviet Union's Pravda and The New York Times.

Good Pope John pioneered a shift away from historical Catholic atti­
tudes of distrust and hostility to the outside world and modeled a funda­
mental generosity and trust in ilie goodness of other people, even in 
impossible situations. This change in attitude offered a different perspec­
tive for appropriating the entire Catholic heritage; it called for different 
forms of action in the present and opened up unprecedented possibilities 
for more trusting relationships in the future. Perhaps Pope John's greatest 
contribution was to set in motion new ways of relating to persons beyond 
the boundaries of the Catholic Church. Even though these new patterns 
of relationships to others met with opposition in some quarters, they 
nonetheless flowed through the deliberations of the Council and found 
expression in its documents. 

In the tense weeks of October 1962, no one could have foreseen all the 
twists and turns of the debates ahead, the heated discussions over develop­
ing better relations to other Christians, to followers of other religious 
paths, and to those who do not practice any religious tradition. By the 
time the Council ended on December 8, 1965, the Catholic Church had 
made a decisive shift in attitude from hostility to generosity, entering a 
new horizon of relationships with other Christians, with other religious 
traditions, and with all people of good will. 

The conciliar documents have been read from many angles with many 
competing concerns, and various outcomes, and debates of interpretation 
continue to swirl. While some have emphasized the continuity between 
the Second Vatican Council and the earlier Catl1olic magisterial tradition, 
it is undeniable that the Council brought a new attitude to ecumenical and 
interreligious partners and also to those who do not follow any religious 
path. Gregory Baum believed that the change of perspective on Jews and 
Judaism constituted Vatican II's greatest transformation of the ordinary 
magisterium of the Catholic Church. The countless ecumenical and inter­
religious dialogues currently in progress around the world testify to the 
magnitude of the changes brought about by the Council, but one can 
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surmise that we are still in the beginning stages of appropriating the shift 
in relationships and perspectives. The new horizon calls for nothing less 
than a thoroughgoing rereading of the history of the Catholic Church, 
together with a far-reaching reimagining of future relations. The two vol­
umes based upon the Ecclesiological Investigations Conference, "Vatican 
II: Remembering the Future - Ecumenical, Interreligious and Secular 
Perspectives on the Council's Impact and Promise," continue the process 
of discernment and debate over what happened at the Council and what 
its significance is for the present and future. No one can doubt that much 
has changed, but it is equally clear that formidable challenges remain. 

At the present time we, like Angelo Roncalli/Pope John, face a series 
of intractable challenges arising from longstanding distrust and hostility. 
In many areas the legacy of the Second Vatican Council is in jeopardy, and 
one may be tempted to ask what difference the Council will have made in 
the long run of history. Anti-Semitism is once again increasing; 
Islamophobia dominates the attitudes of large numbers; in various regions 
of Asia there continue to be fierce tensions in relationships among Hindus, 
Buddhists, Muslims, and Christians. Distrust among Christians continues 
in some contexts, while religious freedom is frequently under assault. 
Widespread fear of migrants and foreigners poisons the atmosphere in 
some countries. 

The difficulties of the present moment render the legacy of Vatican II 
all the more vital and the personal example of Angelo Roncalli more pow­
erful than ever. Jolm's style of reach.ing out to all people offers a model not 
only for the leaders of the Catholic Church, but also for partners from 
other traditions and for the entire world. It continues to challenge not 
only Catholics but all persons who consider his legacy and his contribu­
tions. Pope John taught the Council, the Catholic Church, and the world 
that in time of impossible dilemmas and dire threats, we can rejoice, read 
the signs of the times, and interpret our religious n·aditions anew in rela­
tion to the challenges of the present day. When facing walls of prejudice, 
animosity, and disn·ust, we may not have a solution to the situation as a 
whole; but rather than give in to despair, we can follow the lead of Angelo 
Roncalli: "I try to pull out a brick here and there." 
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