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Alexandru Ioniță*

A doctoral thesis on the dialogue between Judaism and the Orthodox 
Church is very welcome. This is the case of the present volume, entitled by 
Fr. Pier Giorgio Taneburgo “the Ecumenism of the Roots”. From the very 
title we are invited to reflect about a special type of ecumenism, the dialogue 
between Judaism and Orthodox Church. This is actually one of the most 
difficult dialogues, Taneburgo says, because the Orthodox Church adds its 
specific Oriental identity and at the same time its complex political, social, 
theological and liturgical background to the dialogue.

The author is not Orthodox, but as Catholic priest and monk work-
ing in the South-Italian context and in Albania, he demonstrates a rather 
intimate knowledge of Orthodoxy. There have been such attempts to present 
the Jewish-Christian dialogue even among Orthodox theologians, but they 
have become in the meantime either quite old (D. Abrudan, 19791), or too 
particular (Th. Kratzert, 19942). The volume published by Fr. Pier Giorgio 
Taneburgo not only documents and comments at length the official meet-
ings of the dialogue, but also offers an original perspective and new impetus 
for research, so I am delighted to present it in this issue of the Review of 
Ecumenical Studies whose topic is specifically aimed at the dialogue between 
Judaism and Orthodox theology.

The volume is divided into three parts, which include: 1. Documents 
of the Orthodox Jewish-Christian Dialogue; 2. the historical and theological 
framework of the Jewish-Christian-Orthodox relations and 3. the Orthodox 
and the Jews in the Diaspora.

* Alexandru Ioniță is a research fellow at the Institute of Ecumenical Research, Lucian Bla-
ga University of Sibiu. Adress: Mitropoliei 30, Sibiu, Romania, e-mail: alexandru.ionita@
ulbsibiu.ro.
1 Dumitru Abrudan, “Creștinismul și mozaismul în perspectiva dialogului interreligious”, 
in: Mitropolia Ardealului 24 (1-3/1979), p. 59-190.
2  Thomas Kratzert, „Wir sind wie die Juden”. Der griechisch-orthodoxe Beitrag zu einem Öku-
menischen jüdisch-christlichen Dialog, Studien zu Kirche und Israel 16, Institut Kirche und 
Judentum, Berlin 1994.
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With regards to the first part, one has to appreciate that Taneburgo 
does not simply offer official documents, but he discusses them in a rich se-
ries of useful comments. The main persons mentioned in the documents are 
briefly presented with historical data about their place and work. He also ex-
plains certain terms and expressions, which makes the volume suitable for a 
broader public. But as these documents are still found in other publications, 
and the brief history of this dialogue has also been presented elsewhere,3 the 
importance of various recent documents from some Orthodox churches on 
some anti-Semitic incidents in their society must be mentioned here. For 
example, the author presents the 2005 anti-Semitic events in Belgrade, when 
some anti-Semitic manifests were spread. The Holy Synod of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church has issued an official statement were the anti-Semitism was 
to be considered “an unacceptable phenomenon from a theological, moral or 
civil point of view” (p. 74). Still, the statement is mixed with strong national 
feelings and the author manages to describe even here the complex politi-
cal context of the Kosovar situation which could be the source of national 
strong feelings in the Serbian society of those times. In this statement, the 
suffering of the Serbian people is considered to be similar to the persecution 
of the Jews: “Our people and our believers know very well what it means to 
be slandered, excluded and defamed” (p. 75).

The second part is probably the most challenging and the most prom-
ising one. In about one hundred pages the author draws the historical and 
theological framework of the relations between Eastern Orthodoxy and Ju-
daism. Here I would like to stress the relevance of the short theological con-
nection that Taneburgo sketches between Christian and Jewish theology and 
spirituality. His comparison concerns the theology of the Jewish blessing 
(berakhah) and the hesychast tradition (p. 110-112), the correlation between 
the mystery of Israel and Philocalia (p. 112-114), and the wisdom of the 
Chasidism and the prayer of the heart (p. 114-120). To each of these topics 
the author dedicated only a few pages, but they are of the utmost impor-
tance. I am fully convinced that all three themes are indeed true impulses for 
further research projects.

The third part deals with the relationship between Orthodox Chris-
tians and Jews in the diaspora (p. 205-276). The author rightly observes the 
considerable difference between the attitude of the Orthodox believers in 
Eastern countries and that of the Orthodox Diaspora towards Judaism. But, 
at the same time, he offers an interesting perspective: he proposes to follow 
“the adventure of the world-wide dispersion common both to both Jews and 
3 See for example: Alina Pătru, “Der bilaterale Dialog zwischen Orthodoxie und Judentum 
ab den 70-er Jahren”, in: Review of Ecumenical Studies 2 (1/2010), p. 69-81, and É. Poirot in 
this issue of the same review.
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Orthodox” (p. 205). Here are presented and commented the bright figures 
of Mother Maria Skobtsova, Fr. Alexandr Men, Natal’ja Trauberg and oth-
ers. This comparative perspective is unexpected. We can see here how much 
political and ecclesial contexts have changed in history. While the “Jew” was 
labelled as an eternal traveller in antiquity and in the medieval period, with 
no homeland and scattered all over the earth, modernity and especially the 
20th century proved that Orthodox Christians can also arrive to the point 
that they experience this feeling as well, which should facilitate mutual un-
derstanding. The example of Mother Maria Skobtsova (p. 252-260), a Rus-
sian Orthodox nun from Paris who engaged herself in the mission of saving 
Jewish children is just impressive. Her model inspires the author to critically 
reflect about the connection between the official ecumenical dialogue and 
the very concrete situations of life (p. 257).

These three main parts are followed by conclusions and a very com-
plex and useful biographic report (p. 295-302) and name index (p. 335-
344); both are academically enhancing Taneburgo’s publication style. We 
cannot avoid mentioning the extensive and detailed bibliography (p. 307-
333) carefully divided in categories, which remains an important tool for 
anyone wishing to further study Jewish-Christian relations from an Ortho-
dox perspective (p. 307-333).

But despite all these contributions, the volume also has shortcomings, 
which I would like to mention here. All the study is written from the per-
spective of a Catholic theologian, marked by the Nostra aetate declaration. 
From the first pages of the preface, which is signed by Brunetto Salvarani, 
the context of this study is explained: there has been great interest in Italy in 
the Catholic Church for the Jewish culture, especially after the Nostra aetate 
of the Second Vatican Council (1965), with respect to the Relationship be-
tween the Church and non-Christian religions (p. 11-13).

With this perspective, which is based only on the Pauline text in Ro-
mans 9-11, Orthodox theologians cannot be totally pleased, as the great 
difficulty of the Orthodox Church in the Jewish-Christian dialogue lies in 
its attachment to the Tradition. For Orthodoxy the Bible is part of the Tra-
dition, and the whole group of patristic authors and all liturgical texts are 
impossible to be ignored. And precisely here, in the patristic and liturgical 
heritage, the toughest anti-Jewish statements are to be found.

Fr. Pier Giorgio Taneburgo offers a good examination of the docu-
ments of the contemporary dialogue and even identifies the still unrelent-
ing problem of liturgical anti-Judaism, but does not address it adequately 
(“La questione della liturgia antigiudaica”, p. 156-163). He rightly states 
that:
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The Orthodox liturgy of Good Friday, in terms of prayers [...] repre-
sents a concrete proof of the religious indoctrination of the anti-Jew-
ish content, legitimized over time by its inclusion in the liturgy and 
its transmition to the faithful by the hierarchy and clerics. (p. 163)

Precisely this liturgical anti-Judaism is a real stumbling stone for the rela-
tions between Orthodox Christians and the Jews today, but no one has done 
anything concrete to modify liturgical texts. We know that in the last few 
years several authors have requested revision of the texts, but the Orthodox 
bishops have not officially made anything yet. Taneburgo is right when he 
says that “e enorme il corragio che servirebbe per una desiderata e attesta 
riforma della liturgia.” (p. 163) But when he speaks of the Byzantine lit-
urgy, he himself uses an anthology of liturgical texts that is usually used 
in the united, Greek-Catholic churches, published in Italian. The toughest 
anti-Jewish statements in Byzantine hymnography are actually not even in-
cluded in this anthology. This Anthologion is used only in Byzantine Catho-
lic churches, while Orthodox Churches use a whole collection of liturgical 
books. The difficulty of approaching and especially of researching liturgical 
anti-Judaism is hindered not only by the sentimental attachment of the Or-
thodox to the patristic and liturgical writings, but also by the difficulties of 
the historical and scientific approach of these texts. There is no history of the 
formation of the Triodion yet, and the manuscripts present in the libraries 
all over of the world have incomplete or improper cataloguing, which makes 
research on the Triodion extremely difficult.

But these shortcomings of Taneburgo’s volume ultimately point once 
again to the need of the critical and scholarly approach on the Orthodox 
hymnography. We are glad that the volume appeared precisely during the 
research project on the same topic within the Institute for Ecumenical Re-
search of the Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu.4 One of the results of this 
project will complement the above mentioned lack of Taneburgo’s volume 
through the conference dedicated to the topic “The Byzantine Liturgy and 
the Jews”. Another result of the project will be the translation of Tanebur-
go’s thesis into Romanian by Dr. Marius Alexandru Crișan, as, for the time 
being, it is the most comprehensive description and commentary on the 
Jewish-Christian dialogue for an Orthodox perspective.

4 “Jewish-Christian Dialogue in the Twentieth Century between Religious Tolerance and 
Anti-Semitism: Documents, Interpretations and Perspectives in the Christian Orthodox 
Context”. This project has been made possible through a research grant from the Romanian 
government agency UEFISCDI in the 2016 competition, as PN-III-P4-ID-PCE-2016-0699.


