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All the Nations? Orthodox Theology
in the Wake of Nostra Aetate

Kevin Basil Fritts

Any Orthodox reckoning with nation-
alism must include a reckoning with
antisemitism. The term “nationalism”
as defining a particular ideological and
political phenomenon belongs to the
newest history, as does the modern un-
derstanding of religion as a set of beliefs
and customs. The concept of national
self-determination is ancient, however,
and so is its connection to religious iden-
tity. The tribal religion of ancient Israel
has for centuries been a defining identi-
ty of the Hebrews, sustaining them as a
nation even as they were separated from
their land yet remained linked to it. One
might have supposed that the develop-
ment of monotheism from a tribal Isra-
elite religion into the universal faiths of
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam would
have propelled their adherents beyond
national identities. Yet on the contrary,
national and religious identities have
remained inextricably linked.

The development of modern nation-
alism in nineteenth-century Europe
paralleled the coming to term of the
poisonous fruit of antisemitism. This
term was coined in 1879 by the Ger-
man journalist Wilhelm Marr to desig-
nate anti-Jewish campaigns, and refers
specifically to the hatred of Jews. Not-
withstanding its modern etymology,
antisemitism has haunted Christianity
for most of its existence. It is much like
the tares in the Lord’s parable. Both
Rabbinic Judaism and Christianity were
born from the ashes of Second Temple

Judaism, and the bitter fight over claims
to religious truth left Christians with
many negative portrayals of Judeans
and their leaders in our scriptural texts
and hymnody. For instance, Christian
texts are almost uniformly negative to-
ward the Pharisees, who are the fathers
of modern Rabbinic Judaism (Joseph of
Arimathea and Nicodemus are notable
for breaking with their compatriots).
More importantly, while the writers of
the Gospels and the Epistles used the
word “Jews” from within the context
of both the Jewish tradition and the na-
tion of Israel, its later use in Christianity
would serve to define the people inher-
ently opposed to Christ and the Church
“from the beginning.” Orthodox hatred
of Jews cannot be divorced from the fre-
quent charge of deicide in the hymnog-
raphy of Holy Week. Indeed, studies of
the history of Jewish pogroms note their
frequent proximity to Holy Friday and
Pascha.

The stateless status of the Jews after the
destruction of the Second Temple and
their existence as eternal aliens within
European societies meant that the nine-
teenth-century development of Euro-
pean national consciousness continued
to exclude the Jews from the newly-de-
fined Christian nations. This exclusion,
together with a persistent narrative that
slandered Jews as the scapegoats of Eu-
ropean society, developed into blame
for the devastation wrought by the First
World War, and made conditions ripe



for the Shoah—the catastrophic geno-
cide of over six million Jews under the
Nazi regime—as well as the systematic
killing of other minorities and any who
assisted them. The libelous Protocols
of the Elders of Zion, which have been
nourishing hatred of the Jews for over
one hundred years and served as an
ideological justification for their system-
atic persecution and extermination by
the Nazis, were fabricated in Orthodox
Russia around 1902. To be sure, some
Orthodox in the Nazi-occupied lands
and in the Russian diaspora in West-
ern Europe assisted Jews during World
War II, even to their own suffering,
imprisonment, and death. Saint Maria
(Skobtsova), Saint Dimitri Klepinin, and
their community in Paris are among the
many named and unnamed “righteous
among the nations.” However, unlike
other Christian denominations, the Or-
thodox Church has never attempted to
reconcile its history with the Holocaust.
Coming to terms with nationalism also
requires articulating an attitude toward
other religions that is consistent with
Orthodox teaching about God, love,
and anthropology. The dearth of Or-
thodox engagement with these matters
becomes starkly apparent when one
attempts to examine the Orthodox re-
sponse to the landmark document of
the Second Vatican Council Nostra Ae-
tate, the Declaration on the Relation of the
Church to Non-Christian Religions. The
Orthodox have, in fact, more or less ig-
nored it.

Nostra Aetate first addresses East
Asian religions—Hinduism and Bud-
dhism explicitly, Taoism, and Confu-
cianism implicitly —which are philo-
sophically most unlike Christianity,
and gradually moves closer, finally
spending the second half of the docu-
ment addressing Christianity’s closest
relative, Judaism. In every non-Chris-
tian religion, the council fathers find
something true to affirm. In address-
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ing Judaism, however, Nostra Aetate
not only affirms the common ground
and common heritage shared by
Christians and Jews, but also discuss-
es antisemitism, as well as the relation
of the Judaic covenant to salvation in
Christ.

Peter Bouteneff, in his contribution to
the book The Future of Interreligious Di-
alogue, notes that a couple of options
are open to him in presenting an Or-
thodox response to Nostra Aetate. He
says he could critique Catholic eccle-
siology or explore Orthodox attitudes
toward the declaration, but he does
not even mention surveying previous
Orthodox responses to Nostra Aetate,
perhaps because such a survey would
expose how little Orthodox thinking
on interreligious dialogue, such as
it is, has acknowledged the declara-
tion’s existence. In the introduction to
the same book, Charles L. Cohen, one
of the editors, writes that Protestants
have often dismissed Nostra Aetate
and interreligious dialogue altogether
and then laments dryly, “The Ortho-
dox have done even less”!

In a recent survey of Orthodox theol-
ogy on the subject of other religions
by Orthodox Archpriest John Garvey,
the only reference to the Second Vati-
can Council comes in a discussion of
Saint Cyprian’s famous formula, “Ex-
tra ecclesiam nulla salus” (outside the
Church there is no salvation). Garvey
summarizes this attitude by saying:

The Protestant who says that no one
can be saved who has not accepted
Christ as a personal savior; the an-
ti-Vatican II Catholic who believes
that those who are not Catholics of
the strictest (and these days anti-pa-
pal) sorts cannot be saved; or the
Orthodox who believe that there is
no truth to be found anywhere be-
yond the boundaries of the Orthodox
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Church are all inheritors of this [Cy-
prianic] tradition.

Garvey’s survey thoroughly favors in-
clusivism—it uses Saint Justin Martyr’s
notion of logos spermatikos as its frame-
work, inspiring its title Seeds of the Word:
Orthodox Thinking on Other Religions.
Maybe Garvey or his editors wanted
to avoid the appearance of importing a
non-Orthodox perspective, but Seeds of
the Word seems to overlook if not ignore
Vatican II's momentous pivot from ex-
clusivism to inclusivism, which cannot
but have had an impact on Orthodox
theologies of inclusivism, especially
given the increased dialogue between
Orthodox and Roman Catholics in the
late twentieth century.

As few and far between as they are, sev-
eral Orthodox treatments of Nostra Ae-
tate and of relations with other religions
can be examined. First, the talk by Fa-
ther Sergei Hackel at a Saint Petersburg
conference on “Theology after Aus-
chwitz,” in which he leans heavily on
Nostra Aetate for inspiration (especially
the second half of the declaration, deal-
ing with the Church’s relation to Juda-
ism); second, the aforementioned article
by Peter Bouteneff; and finally, the brief
statement of the Great and Holy Coun-
cil of the Orthodox Church at Crete in
2016 on the Orthodox attitude toward
other religions.

“Theology After Auschwitz”

In a recent article in the Journal of Ec-
umenical Studies, Harold Smith exam-
ines whether the Orthodox theolog-
ical attitude with respect to Judaism
can be properly described as “super-
session.” He argues that superses-
sion is not a term or category used by
Orthodox theologians, although the
classic Orthodox teaching that the
nations have been grafted into the
Church of Israel in a single covenant

could be understood as supersession,
depending on the definition used.
Throughout his essay, he engages
Catholic theology on the Church’s
relation to Judaism, but he never spe-
cifically mentions Nostra Aetate. In-
deed, he only implicitly addresses it
when he quotes from Sergei Hackel's
1998 essay, “The Relevance Of West-
ern Post-Holocaust Theology to the
Thought and Practice of the Russian
Orthodox Church,” presented at the
second conference in Saint Peters-
burg on “Theology After Auschwitz
and Theology After the GULAG.”

In his essay, Hackel draws explic-
itly on Nostra Aetate as a model for
Russian Orthodox theology in un-
derstanding the proper place of “the-
ology after Auschwitz.” His main
argument is that Russian theology
has lagged far behind its Roman
Catholic counterpart, in particular, in
addressing its own deficiencies relat-
ed to Jews and particularly the Sho-
ah. In making his case, he positively
evaluates the declaration’s implic-
it rejection of supersessionism and
its embracing attitude toward Jews.
Hackel sees the Shoah as the impetus
for Vatican II to address Christian re-
lations with the Jews. He quotes Car-
dinal Willebrands, who wrote, “After
the Shoah . . . we have to make every
effort of cleansing Catholic thought
of any residue of religious anti-Juda-
ism or antisemitism, because we have
seen the abyss of horror into which
hatred for the Jewish people explod-
ed into our midst in Europe.”

Hackel uses Vatican II's embrace of
Jews as brothers and sisters in the
declaration as a starting point to ex-
amine why the Russian Orthodox
Church hesitates in following suit.
Among other problems, he identifies
anti-Jewish patristic homilies, such
as Chrysostom’s Adversus Iudaeos,



anti-Jewish canons, and the pointed
anti-Jewish rhetoric of the Holy Week
hymnography as inhibiting recogni-
tion of the importance of a theolog-
ical conversion in the wake of the
Shoah It is worth noting that Hackel
avoids blaming the Church for an-
tisemitism —although it is clear that
church members, from laity to hier-
archs, have been responsible for en-
couraging and furthering it—so his
call for a new perspective stops short
of a call to repentance.

Hackel’s essay only draws on the
second half of Nostra Aetate, the half
that deals with the Church’s relation-
ship to Judaism. His paper focuses on
how theology has affected Christian
and specifically Russian Orthodox
relations with Judaism. Orthodox re-
lations toward other religions are ex-
cluded from the paper’s scope by its
topic and audience.

By contrast, Peter Bouteneff initially
focuses on the first half of Nostra Ae-
tate but also addresses Nostra Aetate’s
second half, on Judaism. The context
for his discussion is an extended ac-
count of the push toward pluralism
and of the theological reasons for
maintaining an inclusivist attitude
toward other religions. Bouteneff
generally regards the content of the
declaration positively. His analysis
points out some of the background
of Nostra Aetate’s implicit inclusiv-
ism (such as Karl Rahner’s “anon-
ymous Christianity,” the idea that
non-Christians are saved in Christ
even if they do not explicitly follow
his teachings), some of its results in
theological discourse and interreli-
gious dialogue (especially the move
among some theologians toward
pluralism), and first millennium pa-
tristic sources shared by Orthodox
and Catholic traditions which point
toward inclusivism. Based on this
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analysis of both Nostra Aetate and the
shared patristic heritage, Bouteneff
confidently casts the Orthodox and
Catholic Churches as partners in in-
terreligious dialogue, in substantial
agreement on the main issues.

Bouteneff’s central thesis is that Christ
is the cornerstone of Catholic and Or-
thodox approaches to truth and salva-
tion. He identifies a question central to
Christian inclusivism: “Is it possible to
see Jesus Christ as the unique Son of the
Living God, to identify Jesus’ name as
the one by which all are saved, and re-
main genuinely open to truth and wis-
dom everywhere, and to do so without
being patronizing, hateful, or violent,
and without minimizing the full impact
of that truth?” He grounds his analysis in
Nostra Aetate’s identification, following
the Gospel of John, of truth wherever it
is found with the person of Jesus Christ,
who is “the way, the truth, and the life”
(John 14:6, cited in Nostra Aetate 2). It is
this identification of truth with the per-
son of Jesus, both in Nostra Aetate and in
the shared patristic and conciliar inher-
itance of the first millennium, that for
Bouteneff mitigates against pluralism,
which, as he observes, requires diluting
the distinctive teachings of each religion
until they are alien to their adherents:

Pluralism necessitates a sometimes
elemental realignment of the faiths
that it purports to respect. Thus al-
tered (Muhammad is not “the seal
of the prophets,” Jesus is not the
unique Son of God in any literal
sense, the unity of the Hindu pan-
theon is identical to that of the Trin-
ity), these faiths are rendered all but
unrecognizable to their main adher-
ents, through whatever theological
work or demythologizing needs to
be done in order to denude them of
their universal claims. Such distor-
tions could not withstand Catholic
Christianity, which is why Nostra
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Aetate, as a Roman Catholic concili-
ar text, takes an inclusivist and not a
pluralist position.

Bouteneff recognizes that Nostra Ae-
tate teaches a thoroughly Catholic
Christology even while reaching out
to other religions, thus marking it as
inclusive rather than pluralist.

The Holy and Great Council

The year after the fiftieth anniversary
of Nostra Aetate saw the culmination of
nearly as many years of preparation in
the Holy and Great Council of the Or-
thodox Church. With so much prepara-
tion and anticipation over the previous
decades, it is perhaps not surprising that
the event would not match inflated ex-
pectations. Even so, everything about the
Council strikes even the most optimistic
believer as disappointing, to say the least.

I close with an examination of the coun-
cil's document The Mission of the Ortho-
dox Church in Today’s World because it
is here one might expect to see a recog-
nition of the work of a “sister church,”
a designation sometimes used in the
Orthodox-Catholic dialogue. No men-
tion is made of Nostra Aetate anywhere
in the text. Although, as Peter Bouteneff

recognized, Nostra Aetate made a bold
stand in recognizing truth wherever it
may be found as a profoundly Chris-
tological commitment, the Orthodox
council barely acknowledges other reli-
gious communities. Its limited mention
of them does not rise to the full-throated
acknowledgment of the common goals
and the opportunities for common work
one finds in Nostra Aetate.

The council’s Mission document grounds
its vision in the dignity of the human
person (§A), which warrants coopera-
tion with others of good will outside the
Christian faith.

As a presupposition for a wider
co-operation in this regard the com-
mon acceptance of the highest value
of the human person may be useful.
The various local Orthodox Church-
es can contribute to interreligious
understanding and co-operation for
the peaceful co-existence and har-
monious living together in society,
without this involving any religious
syncretism.

We are convinced that, as God’s fel-
low workers (1 Cor. 3:9), we can ad-
vance to this common service togeth-
er with all people of good will, who
love peace that is pleasing to God, for
the sake of human society on the lo-
cal, national, and international levels.
This ministry is a commandment of
God (Matt. 5:9).

The dignity of the human person re-
quires respect for human freedom, but
the exercise of that freedom entails re-
sponsibility. The evils resulting from
abused human freedom include “rac-
ism; the arms race and wars, as well as
the resulting social catastrophes; the
oppression of certain social groups,
religious communities, and entire peo-
ples; social inequality; the restriction
of human rights in the field of freedom



of conscience—in particular religious
freedom,” and a host of other social
evils, creating “infinite anxiety for hu-
manity today.” Peace and justice are
identified as primarily Christian vir-
tues, in that they flow from the minis-
try of the Church as the mystical Body
of Christ. “At the same time,” the doc-
ument states,

the Orthodox Church considers it is
her duty to encourage all that which
genuinely serves the cause of peace
(Rom. 14:19) and paves the way to
justice, fraternity, true freedom, and
mutual love among all children of
the one heavenly Father as well as
between all peoples who make up
the one human family. She suffers
with all people who in various parts
of the world are deprived of the ben-
efits of peace and justice.

Thus, the document condemns vio-
lence and especially war. It also con-
demns discrimination of any kind:
“The Orthodox Church confesses that
every human being, regardless of skin
color, religion, race, sex, ethnicity,
and language, is created in the image
and likeness of God, and enjoys equal
rights in society.” Therefore, she rejects
any discrimination based on these dif-
ferences among human beings, since
such discrimination is based in a false
“difference in dignity between peo-
ple.” The document concludes with a
condemnation of economic and social
injustices.

I have dwelt extensively on this docu-
ment because it is here, in teaching on
the Church’s mission in the modern
world, that the fathers of the council de-
cided to address the question of working
together with other religious communi-
ties. It is highly laudable that they recog-
nized the need to work together with all
people of good will for peace and justice
in the world. Even so, to bring this dis-
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cussion back to Nostra Aetate, this doc-
ument pales next to the power of an
ancient Christian Church recognizing
what is good and glorifying to God in
non-Christian religions and condemn-
ing antisemitism clearly and by name.

R

The documents of the Council of
Crete were drafted in preparatory
committees over the course of several
decades. It seems clear from the final
text that some of the authors were
disposed to acknowledge the good
in other religions, but there was also
wide resistance among Orthodox hi-
erarchs to the danger of “religious
syncretism.” This range of opinions
reflects the attitudes of the council fa-
thers’ respective flocks. In its encyc-
lical, the council also identifies eth-
nophyletism as “an ecclesiological
heresy,” one that not only violates
the fundamental principle of Chris-
tian love, but threatens to undermine
the very nature of the Church. But
neither the encyclical nor the Mis-
sion of the Church document address-
es antisemitism directly. Especially
in view of the resurgence of violent
forms of nationalism, both in the
world and among the Orthodox, the
pastors of the Church must be forth-
right in censuring violence, racism,
and antisemitism.

The example of the Roman Catholic
Church could be instructive. Vatican
II’s Declaration on the Relation of the
Church to Non-Christians Religions,
Nostra Aetate, clearly condemned an-
tisemitism while turning the Church
away from the theological sources
of this problem. Orthodox theolo-
gians will doubtless debate the mer-
its of the Roman Catholic answers.
How are the Sinai covenant and the
covenant in Christ related? How
would an answer drawn from East-
ern sources address their relation?
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These questions cannot be answered
if no one is asking them. The question
of other religions, too, is important if
the Church is to address violence and
racism.

The example of the Second Vatican
Council also raises a related question:
how to address the anti-Jewish texts of
Holy Week as well as the many hymns
condemning the “Hagiorites” and the
“children of Ishmael,” that is, Muslims.
Regarding the possibility of reforming
the Byzantine rite Holy Week texts, Bert
Groen has briefly surveyed some of the
current inclinations: suppression of the
anti-Jewish texts (favored by Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch Bartholomew), removal of
their Jewish content (favored by some
European translators), and reinterpreta-
tion of the texts as condemning the lis-
teners (“we are the Jews,” an approach
favored by Metropolitan Kallistos
Ware). No consensus for an appropriate
solution has been reached so far.

More recently, Father Bogdan Bucur
has addressed this question by focusing
on the Christological content:

If and when liturgical corrections
are to be applied, we would do well
to avoid some of the well-meaning
but, in my view, theologically inept
solutions adopted by our separated
brethren. More specifically, it is of the
utmost importance to avoid replacing
concrete references to God’s presence
in the Old Testament (Passover, the
Law at Sinai, the manna, the water
from the rock) because this would di-
lute the Christological proclamation
of the hymns: namely, that Christ

himself is the LORD (Kyrios) in the
Exodus narrative.

However, Bucur does think that the
specifically anti-Jewish content could
be carefully excised. He asks, “What
would be lost if, rather than chanting
‘when You were lifted up today, the He-
brew nation was destroyed,” the Church
would instead focus on the fact that
with the Lord lifted up on the Cross,
death is destroyed and all mankind is
summoned to inherit immortality?” Is
the good news for all the nations or not?
The examples 1 discussed—the es-
says by Father Sergei Hackel and Pe-
ter Bouteneff along with the survey by
Father John Garvey and the essay on
supersessionism by Harold Smith—in-
dicate a kind of ambivalence within Or-
thodox scholarship toward Vatican II's
declaration. Hackel and Bouteneff ac-
knowledge it and they do so positively,
sharing the same spirit of inclusivism
that produced Nostra Aetate. Even so,
these two are selected for analysis here
precisely because they are the exceptions.
Orthodox writers, even when they are
persuaded that their tradition leans to-
ward inclusivism regarding non-Chris-
tian religions, tend to ignore the land-
mark conciliar document in which the
Roman Catholic Church shifted from
exclusivism to inclusivism. Very few
Orthodox writers seem to have taken
on the task of a “theology after Aus-
chwitz.” Orthodox theologians need to
articulate anew how Christ can be the
fulfillment of the hope of Israel in a way
that appropriately acknowledges the
Apostle’s doctrine regarding Judaism:
that “the gifts and the call of God are
irrevocable” (Rom. 11:29). &
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