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IN MANHATTAN, a Catholic priest discusses interfaith relations with Jewish students at Solomon Schecter High School.

In Washington, D.C., members of a black Christian church tour the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, comparing the horror of the Holocaust in 20th-century Europe to the evils of slavery in 19th-century America.

In a Catholic school in Boston, a Holocaust survivor tells students, in bone-chilling detail, of her experience in a concentration camp.

In a Christian Sunday school in Denver, youngsters learn about Jewish customs and ceremonies.

On Boston's North Shore, members of a Congregational church and a Reform synagogue attend services at each other's houses of worship.

In Manhattan, a cantor performs the "Yigdal," an ancient Hebrew hymn; in Wenham, Mass., a choir performs its Christian adaptation, "God of Abraham Praised."

The film is based on the book "Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith" (William B. Eerdmans), by Marvin R. Wilson, a professor of biblical studies at Gordon College in Wenham, Mass.

"Journey of Faith" aims to spark a nationwide interreligious dialogue that will bring Jews and Christians not only closer to their common roots but also closer together.

Jewish and Christian leaders who have previewed the two-hour film by Gerald Krell and Meyer Odze of Auteur Productions Ltd., based in Potomac, Md., have given it glowing reviews, noting its frank and often startling interviews of 40 top Jewish and Christian scholars, along with brutally honest, off-the-cuff commentary by laypeople. Some are calling it an important teaching tool that can help diffuse the animosity that has existed between the two religious groups for 2,000 years.

"It's a wonderful show," says the Rev. Thomas Goodhue, executive director of the Long Island Council of Churches. "It's the best thing I've seen."

Jerome Davidson, senior rabbi of Temple Beth-El of Great Neck, calls it a must-see. The film, which details the discrimination that Jews have encountered throughout history, will make people all over America aware of the anti-Semitism that Jews still face, he says, adding that on Long Island, "there have been many interreligious efforts, and we are further along than other parts of the country."

His own temple is a prime example of Jews and Christians bridging the gap, he says. In May, a fire damaged the synagogue's school, where after-school religion classes are held, so this fall the Jewish students will be meeting at St. Aloysius Catholic Church in Great Neck. "The Catholics offered us the use of their church," he says, adding that Temple Beth-El has an ongoing dialogue with an Islamic mosque and a black Christian church. "Other churches also offered."

Rabbi James Rudin, senior interreligious adviser for the American Jewish Committee, based in Manhattan, who appears in the documentary and was the film's primary scholar of Judaism, expects the dialogue to extend far beyond the show's telecast, as churches and synagogues use the video as a basis for discussion groups. "I find the interviews self-revealing, exciting and even edgy," he says. "Wilson is a hero; he is a pioneer in this."

The making of the film illustrates interfaith communication and cooperation. Wilson, whose book inspired it, is a Christian. Krell and Odze are Jewish. "It was a refresher course for me," says Odze. "It showed me how close Christian worship was with Judaism."

Adds Wilson, "It's been very exciting for me as a Christian scholar working with two Jewish filmmakers. It helped us achieve a very fine balance. We listened to each other. We didn't avoid the hard questions. We didn't tiptoe around them."

Unlike many religious-themed TV programs, which tend to focus exclusively on scholarly topics or on converting the audience, "Journey of Faith" uses laypeople to deliver its powerful message in easy-to-understand language. For example, after a group of Jews attends church services, one of them comments that it made her uncomfortable to hear Jesus called the Messiah.

"This is the only documentary that has been done on this subject in this way," Krell says. "I always felt that my role in the film was to be an ombudsman for the audience. If I didn't understand what was being said, they wouldn't, either."

Goodhue points out that the documentary's subject is "fairly rare. Other programs have only touched on this. It's always an important topic because there's always a lot of tension when a movement grows out of the parent body."

The filmmakers say they hope viewers will listen with open hearts and join the "Journey of Faith" dialogue, which points out many common bonds between the two religions. For example:

Jesus was Jewish, as were the first Christians.

Christian baptism grew out of the Jewish ritual of purification, and patterns of Christian worship derived from the synagogue.

The Christian doctrine of Resurrection is based on an early Jewish belief that is still held by many Jews.

The Hebrew Bible, which Christians call the Old Testament, is used by both faiths.

Facts like these are used in the documentary to shatter stereotypes and even to surprise worshipers of both faiths. And to remind them that the two religions spring from the same parent.

"As a Christian, I wouldn't be here without Judaism," Wilson says. "It gave me my sense of morality, my passion for social justice, my Bible, Jesus - who was born a Jew - my sense of spirituality, my sense of worship, my concept of prayer and music."

Wilson says he wrote the book and participated in the film to remind Jews and Christians not only of their differences but also of their similarities. "The church today has been de-Juda-ized," he says. "We think that the church is for gentiles, the synagogue is for Jews, which gives the idea that they had independent origins."

It is only comparatively recently that the Jewish- Christian dialogue has begun, Rudin says. He adds that one horrific event - the Holocaust - and one heroic event - the establishment of Israel as a Jewish state - caused many Christians to re-evaluate their beliefs and their actions.

He surveys history, pointing out all the killings that have been justified in the name of religion, and says, "These are two of the most important religions in the world, and for almost 2,000 years, it pretty much has been a bad relationship, particularly for the Jews. We are trying to change the bad culture with a good culture, and it's a hard thing to do. We cannot afford 2,000 more years or any more years of this."

Davidson, who plans to use "Journey of Faith" during classes at Temple Beth-El of Great Neck, sees the film as "a wonderful bridge, and it's got to be crossed."

Will "Journey of Faith" bring Christians and Jews together?

"In Jewish relations," says Wilson, "you take three steps forward and two steps back. Ultimately, only God can make the reconciliation, but there is a tremendous amount of learning that has to be done."
                                             


