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Rabbi Bemporad and I have had the opportunity over a number of 
years to work together on efforts to advance Jewish – Catholic 
understanding. During my tenure as Chairman of the Board of 

Governors of the Pontifical North American College here in Rome, I had the honor of working 
with Rabbi Bemporad and the then-Rector Timothy Dolan of Milwaukee, in the dedication of the 
Holocaust memorial at the College.  
 
With great affection I also reflect on my years at the Angelicum University and the great joy it is 
for me to be here today at this distinguished center of higher education where I was privileged 
both to study and to teach. 
 
Coming out of that background, I wish to offer some reflections on a timely and perhaps 
challenging topic — the essential role of faith in public life and human affairs. Religion is often 
seen and sometimes blamed as the source of international conflict and violence — in Iraq, the 
Middle East, the Balkans and elsewhere. Faith is too often abused and misused for political, 
nationalistic or territorial purposes. However, it would be a terrible mistake to rule out or neglect 
the constructive role of faith in our national and international life. 
 
What I am describing here could be called “pluralism with common roots.” This pluralism 
acknowledges and respects the realities of a world and nation made up of people of different 
faiths and no faith at all. Yet it does not rule out or marginalize the fundamental moral 
convictions written on the human heart, embedded in our human nature, taught by authentic 
religion and reflected in our faith traditions. 
 
If we are able in this highly pluralistic world to identify threads of commonality and basic 
convictions and principles, we are in a better position to establish grounds for relationships that 
ultimately rest on more than temporary or immediate national interests, narrowly understood. 



 
It is striking to observe how comfortable the framers of the foundational documents for the 
United States were with the recognition of a relationship with God as an integral part of personal 
and political experience. The basis of all human law was God’s immutable natural law. It is here 
that religious faith and human reason intersect. Currents of thought come out of diverse religious 
traditions yet still have a significant and identifiable commonality, if not in terminology and 
language, certainly in essence. 
 
Within Jewish, Christian and Muslim traditions, expressed in a variety of different ways, there is 
no fundamental conflict between the truth of human nature as grasped through reason on the one 
hand, and through faith on the other. Indeed, as we are reminded by Pope Benedict XVI, reason 
itself must be seen as a gift from God, and not simply as a human achievement. 
 
It is precisely because of the common ground -- the inherent value of the individual human 
person, and that person’s relationship to God that must be reflected in our societal structures -- 
that we can speak of common unifying roots and look to religious faith as a starting point and 
foundation on which to establish a common ground in search for world peace. 
 
In recent decades, we have experienced a growing debate on the proper role of religious 
conviction in the public forum. This, in turn, impacts on the formation of public policy and, by 
extension, the shaping of foreign policy. Despite the significant forces of secularization at work, 
there is also increasingly a realization in the US that a purely secular philosophy often is not able 
to provide the moral guidance we as a society so desperately need. Science and technology can 
provide us with the knowledge and ability to do many wonderful things. They have, in fact, 
extended our human capacity to accomplish things far beyond the dreams of even a generation 
ago. But while technology and science tell us what we can do, they do not answer the question of 
what we ought to do. This limitation poses key questions that this generation must face: What 
should we do, and not do? Is what we can do always what we ought to do? What new 
responsibilities to care for one another and our world flow from our new technological 
capabilities? 
 
I fear that we are at a moment in history where we are passing from one cultural structure, where 
moral and ethical principles rooted in religious faith have been both accepted and seen as 
normative, to one that often marginalizes religious faith as nothing more than personal 
preference or opinion. Our society risks weakening the ethical direction and guidance that it 
needs to employ our expanded human capacities with wisdom, compassion and responsibility. 
 
Yet it is almost as if the pendulum has swung so far in the direction of reliance on secular 
knowledge alone that there is a sensed and increasingly articulated need for a restoration of 
balance by a more conscious consideration of religious conviction as a motivating force of 
human activities; one that can provide us with a foundation that crosses political boundaries and 
ultimately is rooted in the mind and heart, in the human nature of each of us.  
 
Part of the experience of life for each of us is the innate longing of the human heart that relates 
us to something larger, to a reality beyond ourselves. This longing draws us to the reality of 
transcendence, of otherness. Concomitantly with the sense of transcendence comes the 



awareness of the spiritual dimension or spiritual quality of human life. Love, justice and truth 
express spiritual dimensions of human existence that transcend the material world. 
 
The recognition of transcendent values and elements of spiritual life brings me to a second 
unifying thread among world religions. In the great Abrahamic faiths, there is the recognition of 
God’s intervention and of His Word as the guide for life and as the defining measure of meaning 
for human experience. Within the ethics of these monotheistic communities, faith and reason 
work harmoniously in developing the laws of human behavior.  
 
As reflected in the great world religious traditions, one can identify God’s intervention in time 
and human history; God’s love; God’s concern for the poor and the weak; God’s redemptive 
power; salvation, though expressed in various forms; resurrection, also expressed differently in 
different traditions; and eternal life in some form.  
 
To Christians, Jews and Muslims, human nature is defined by its being the very image of God. 
Humans are sharers in God’s life through knowing, loving and choosing freely to follow the 
divine will. Consequently, the common ethics of the Abrahamic religions are based on an 
understanding of human nature, which defines us as imitators of and co-creators with God, 
whose divine life is found in every one of us. One of the great contributions of the monotheistic 
religions of the West is to ground a common ethics on the dignity of the human person as an 
individual.  
 
History, I believe, clearly shows that when this necessary and delicate balance is lost, terrible 
situations can result. To base the value of the individual merely upon a membership or role in a 
given community is to overturn a fundamental principle of Western moral and religious thought. 
The totalitarian societies of the twentieth century brushed aside this principle to such an extent 
that all individual rights were compromised. 
 
Each of the Abrahamic faiths also demands close adherence to God’s laws, understood 
differently in each community, but nonetheless accepted as God’s revelation. For Jews, this 
means observance of the 613 “mitzvoth” or commands of the Law of Moses. For Muslims, this 
rests primarily on the practice of the five “pillars” or essential duties of the faithful. For 
Christians, the observance of the Ten Commandments and the constant practice of the command 
of Jesus: “Love one another as I have loved you” – an all-encompassing moral law. In all three 
religions, ethical laws proceed in the first place from the human nature they describe, complete 
with its inherent dignity and responsibility for others. 
 
In the last few weeks, a remarkable development took place at the Vatican, which once again 
confirmed how establishing a “common ground” between religious communities can positively 
affect the world. A joint team of Muslim and Roman Catholic leaders announced the formation 
of what is now called the “Catholic-Muslim Forum” – a shared platform for examining issues 
such as mutual respect between all believers and the spiritual foundations of interreligious 
dialogue. First and foremost, however, both Catholic and Muslim theologians will consider how 
love of God and love of neighbor – central tenets for both religions – can provide our two 
communities with a framework and vocabulary in which to work out the problems we face 
together in today’s world. 



 
As many of you may know, it was Muslim thinkers who last October sent Christian leaders 
worldwide a letter entitled, “A Common Word.” In it was a simple proposal in the form of a 
question: Could not Christians and Muslims begin to work together for humanity’s sake by 
finding a common starting point in love of God and love of neighbor?  
This interfaith effort, and others like it all over the world, hold a bright promise: that a shared 
belief in each individual as worthy of the love and respect of both Creator and fellow creatures 
might help to awaken the world to acknowledge our common dignity, too long denied to too 
many. They remind us of the contribution that religion can and must make. Religion cannot play 
that role if it is confined to a strictly private sphere and relegated to the margins of public life. 
 
There is a sense in which the Jewish-Catholic dialogues can be a model for the Catholic- Muslim 
conversations. In addressing the relations between Jews and Christians, we must remember that 
they benefit from a maturity that reflects decades of conversation and reflection following the 
promulgation by the Second Vatican Council in 1965 of the Declaration on the Relationship of 
the Church to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra Aetate). For more than 40 years, Jews and 
Catholics, in an increasingly widening circle, have accepted the challenge to come to a mutual 
understanding and respect. What is required for interfaith understanding is the patience and 
persistence to allow for that development of mutual understanding that generates respect and 
eventually levels of collaboration. 
 
As I conclude, I am reminded of one of the memorable sayings of Pope Paul VI: “If you want 
peace, work for justice.” Peace among people is not an abstraction. A just peace is the outcome 
of practical human actions, personal and political, that establish an order of right relations among 
people. A few years ago, Pope John Paul II took the logic of Pope Paul VI’s statement a step 
further: If you want justice, then work for reconciliation. The understanding of what we have in 
common as articulated in the various religious traditions that sustain the deepest held convictions 
of many, can provide substantial and fruitful ground for us in our efforts to build a world that 
better reflects a truly good and just society. Religion has much to contribute to this noble work. 
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