
BUILDING BRIDGES
Common Issues and Ethical Concerns

The C/JEEP program seeks to build human bridges of mutual respect and
understanding between Roman Catholic and Jewish students. Above all,
C/JEEP seeks to immunize students against all forms of anti-Semitism, racism,
and other manifestations of bigotry and prejudice.

Because of the rich and long traditions of both communities, it will be
necessary to devote great attention and time to imparting specific and accu-
rate knowledge about the "other's" faith, beliefs, rituals, liturgies, holiday
cycles, and history. This is an essential component of the C/JEEP enterprise.

However, it is also important for teachers to emphasize to their students
that while Jews and Catholics will continue to differ on deeply held theologi-
cal issues, they do share a joint concern on tikkun olam, the Hebrew term for
repairing or mending a broken world.

At the outset, Catholics and Jews need to address together what Cardi-
nal Bernardin felicitously termed the "seamless garment" of life, those issues
of life and death that affect everyone. The cardinal's language permits stu-
dents to move away from a fevered discussion of a single issue, be it abortion,
birth control, or capital punishment.

The "seamless garment" approach allows students to face such awesome
bioethical questions as: Should life-sustaining equipment be withdrawn or
withheld from terminally ill patients? What do Catholics and Jews believe
about assisted suicide, the new reproductive technologies including in vitro
fertilization, medical triage (the necessity of choosing one patient over another
because of scarce medical and human resources), cloning, and a myriad of
other critical bioethical questions.

Questions of the relationship between religion and state in America can
be fruitfully explored within the C/JEEP context. This may involve a full
discussion of how the U.S. Constitution's First Amendment has affected our
nation's life, and how it has impacted specifically upon two large religious
minorities in the United States: Catholics and Jews.

Special emphasis should be given to the theme that all religions in
America are equal before the law, and that no religion is the officially estab-
lished "Church of America." In 1994 a group of Christian and Jewish leaders
publicly asserted at a White House ceremony that while some Americans
falsely believe:
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. . . that the Founders [of America] never meant to separate the institu-
tions of church and state or to prohibit the establishment of religion. Such
a view is historically inaccurate and endangers our common welfare be-
cause it uses religion to divide rather than unite the American people . . .
in the United States no person should be made to feel an outcast in his or
her own land.

The church-state discussion might focus upon the calls for possible
tuition tax credit for parents who send their children to private and/or reli-
gious schools, the call for mandated Bible readings and prayers in the public
schools, and the display of religious symbols on public property.

The universal concerns about war and peace, the proliferation of weap-
ons of mass destruction, arms limitations, and other international concerns can
be productively discussed in the classroom. Especially important is the need to
focus on specific responses by the Catholic and Jewish communities to the
growing presence of violence in contemporary America. Catholic and Jewish
students need to confront the "romanticization" of violence, both physical and
vocal, in our culture as a means of protest or attention getting.

Other shared concerns include immigration policy in the United States,
the needs and rights of the world's refugees, aiding the poor and the homeless
in our society, religious liberty, human rights, and combating hunger.

Where it is both possible and appropriate, C/JEEP teachers might
consider involving their students in joint efforts on a specific issue or theme.
This activity might take the form of a letter to the editor campaign, appear-
ances on radio and television to highlight a specific issue, "guest" appearances
in the "other's" school. It might even include visiting public officials to sensi-
tize to the students' concern.

Long experience has shown that when Christians and Jews work together
on a shared issue, the results are often greater than when working alone.
Because America is increasingly a multireligious, multiethnic, and multiracial
society, it is helpful for students to begin active programs together that will
impact upon the general community.

Of special concern is the issue of religious pluralism. C/JEEP strives to
develop teaching experiences that will give strong support to the inherent right
of each religious, ethnic, and racial group to define itself in its own unique
way, and to be unconditionally accepted by the "other."

The twentieth century has produced two World Wars, the Holocaust,
Nazism, fascism, and communism. It has brought countless wars between
ethnic, racial, and religious groups. And yet, during the last third of this
century, Jews and Catholics have begun a necessary healing process of which
C/JEEP plays a critical role: the education of students. If these two ancient
communities can succeed on this effort, perhaps they can be a model for other
groups to emulate.


