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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Established in 1961 in Madrid, the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana strove to Amistad Judeo-Crisitiana;
promote a dialogue between Catholic and Jewish Spaniards. The ~ Max Mazin; Spanish Jewish
article accounts for the Amistad’s origins and its development, ~ community; antisemitism;
explaining the critical impact of the Second Vatican Council, ~ Franco regime

which allowed for the eventual formal recognition of Madrid’s

Jewish community by the Franco regime. The support received by

a sector of the Spanish ecclesiastical hierarchy permitted the asso-

ciation to embark on a campaign to purge school textbooks from

anti-Jewish content, and to condemn blood-libel traditions that

were still very much alive in Spanish popular culture. The article

argues that the experiences and activities of the Amistad Judeo-

Cristiana should be included within the larger historiographical

trend that highlights the role played by civil society in helping

pave the way for the Spanish transition to democracy.

Recent historiography has demonstrated the great impact that civil society movements
had on the democratization processes experienced by Spanish society during the last two
decades of Francisco Franco’s regime (1939-1975), calling into question those traditional
explanations that emphasized the importance of policies from above, i.e. based on pacts
agreed almost exclusively by politicians. Such explanations tended too easily to blur the
important active role often played by different agents of civil society within the process of
democratization. The new interpretations, on the contrary, have come to emphasize the
need to incorporate explanations “from below,” highlighting the relevance of different
civic initiatives and collective actions, without ignoring the actions of official institutions
and political leaders (Alonso and Muro 2011; Garcia and José 2008; Radcliff 2011).

By now, we have an increasingly rich and complex vision of this critical period of
contemporary Spanish history, which includes a growing number of actors who contrib-
uted, in one way or another, to the rapid transformation of a dictatorial regime into
a democratic state. These actors include the labor movement (Molinero and Ysas 1998),
neighborhood associations (Radcliff 2011), student groups (Sandoica, Elena, and Baldo
Lacomba 2007), as well as the teachers’ movement (Groves 2013, 2017). Perhaps less well
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known is the role played by representatives of the different religious denominations that
sought to obtain official recognition from a regime based on the ideology of national
Catholicism.

This article focuses on the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana (Jewish-Christian Friendship), an
association created in the early 1960s by the leaders of the small Jewish community of
Madrid and some Spanish Catholics who advocated for a religious rapprochement
towards the Jews. With the support of a sector of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the
Amistad sought to combat the deep-rooted anti-Jewish prejudices existing in Spanish
society and to promote interreligious dialogue. Special attention is given to the Amistad’s
successful efforts to revise a considerable number of Spanish school textbooks and, in
collaboration with the Ministry of Education, to expunge antisemitic wording from them.

In this regard, the article emphasizes the initiative’s NGO nature and its origins within
civil society, which complements other perspectives that concentrate more on the
association’s international impact. Previous studies referred to its favourable reception
in the US the hostility it stirred in the Arab world, where the association was seen as an
agent of Israeli interests (Lisbona)-, or to the antisemitic reactions it provoked in Spain
itself (Alvarez Chillida). The Amistad’s trajectory deserves to be incorporated into the
historiographic account of this general effort to build a more tolerant, pluralist, and
democratic public space, serving also as a precedent of great value for the subsequent
development of active associationism within and beyond the Spanish Jewish community
during the period of the transition to democracy.

Eichmann’s kidnapping and its repercussions

In May 1960, Israeli Mossad agents abducted in Buenos Aires the Nazi hierarch Adolf
Eichmann, one of the main organizers of the Jewish extermination during World War Il
(Bascomb 2009). Eichmann’s kidnapping and the subsequent trial and execution in Israel
caused a wave of antisemitism worldwide, sponsored by extreme right-wing groups.
Antisemitic manifestations in Spain resulted, among other things, in the defacement of
numerous walls with swastika graffiti in the streets of the country’s main cities." According
to the testimony of Max Mazin, a Jew of Polish origin who had just assumed the
presidency of the Madrid Jewish community, this was the context in which he decided,
in 1961, to establish the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana, an initiative that sought to temper this
hostility through dialogue between the two religious communities.?

The Jewish community of Madrid had only recently reassembled in the late 1940s.
A small community, which officially numbered only 45 members in the mid-1930s, had to
shut down during the Spanish Civil War. Although not formally recognized as a religious
community, the Francoist regime granted permission in 1949 for Jews in Madrid to hold
religious and communal meetings in a private apartment owned by one of the wealthy
members of the community. In 1958, the small Jewish community received authorization
to purchase an apartment on Pizarro Street, in the centre of the Spanish capital. By the
early 1950s, the community was predominantly composed of European Jews, with
a mixture of Sephardi and Ashkenazi origins, many of whom had arrived in Spain in the
1930s as political refugees. However, the late 1950s saw the influx of a significant number
of Moroccan Jews from the Spanish Protectorate following the independence of Morocco
in 1956.
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Since the early years of the Franco regime and until the late 1950s, the leadership of the
Madrid Jewish community tried to keep a low profile, in the hope of not attracting too
much public attention toward the few Jews living in Spain. The new president of the
community, Max Mazin, opted instead for a strategy aimed at giving public visibility to the
Jewish community. Within a few years, he achieved the formal recognition of the com-
munity from the government and received permission to build a synagogue and com-
munity center in Madrid.* Born in 1923 in the small shtetl of Horodzeij, Mazin was
a Holocaust survivor who first traveled to Madrid in the early 1950s for business purposes
and that led him to settle there.’ Early on during his presidency, in an interview given to
the press in September 1962, he manifested his desire to normalize the Jewish presence in
the country, the size of which had been calculated at the time to be around 4,000 Jews,
1,500 of whom resided in Madrid.® Mazin’s project tried, in short, to provide solid and
stable foundations to a small but growing community, many of its members, according to
an estimate provided by Mazin himself in the community’s bulletin, had only been
residing in Madrid between three and four years.”

The idea of creating an association that would promote interreligious dialogue in Spain
arose during a dinner at the home of a local Jewish family in which besides Mazin was also
present Father Antonio Peral Torres, a priest and professor of Semitic languages at the
University of Madrid with whom Mazin had a good relationship. Peral Torres had colla-
borated with the Arias Montano Institute of Hebraic Studies, affiliated with the Consejo
Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas (CSIC) since its creation after the Spanish Civil
War.® Both agreed on the desirability of involving non-Jewish Spaniards in efforts to
counteract the antisemitic campaign that was spreading in Spain as well as in other
places.” Mazin then proposed the creation of an association to promote interreligious
dialogue that would include Catholic priests, following the organizational model estab-
lished in other Western countries in the postwar era after the momentous Seelisberg
Conference of 1947.'°

As a result of that first conversation, the two decided to contact Francisco Cantera
Burgos, a reputed Hebraist of a markedly Catholic character who directed the aforemen-
tioned Institute of Hebraic Studies. Peral Torres' role was crucial in involving in the project
the representatives in Madrid of the order of the Sisters of Sion, a Catholic congregation
created in nineteenth-century France with the aim of helping to convert Jew. Following
the end of World War I, it shifted its purpose to that of facilitating religious dialogue with
Judaism. Mazin, on his part, mobilized certain sectors of the Jewish community of
Madrid."" Finally, they arranged a meeting with José Maria Garcia Lahiguera, then auxiliary
bishop of the diocese of Madrid-Alcala. The latter welcomed the proposal and suggested
as interlocutor Father Vicente Serrano, censor of the diocese and president of the Spanish
section of Pax Christi. This was a Catholic movement created set up in France in 1945
originally as a prayer group seeking reconciliation and social peace after the war. It was
formally recognized by Pope Pious Xl in 1952 and established centers in many European
countries. Its founder, the French bishop Pierre-Marie Théas, had served time in a prison
camp during the war for opposing the anti-Jewish policies of the Vichy regime.'?

To Mazin’s surprise, who feared that things would not amount to more than good
words, the civil authorities of the Franco regime granted the permits requested to
establish a new association of this kind. In October 1961, the association’s founda-
tion ceremony took place in the assembly hall of what was then the CSIC
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headquarters, at Duque de Medinaceli Street. Among the nearly 200 guests who
attended the event was, curiously enough, Blas Pifar, director general of the
Instituto de Cultura Hispanica and who would become infamously known during
the transition to democracy as the founder of the extreme right-wing party Fuerza
Nueva.

The new association had an organizational structure headed by two vice-presidencies,
one Jewish and the other Catholic, occupied respectively by Mazin and Father Vicente
Serrano. The board of directors included, in addition to the two vice-presidents, the
following people: the above-mentioned Hebraist Cantera Burgos and Blas PiAar; the
general secretary of the association; the Catholic journalist José Maria Pérez Lozano,
founder of the publishing house Propaganda Popular Catélica; Mother Esperanza, super-
ior of the Residencia de Nuestra Sefiora de Sion; and José Camdn Aznar, dean of the
Faculty of Humanities of the University of Madrid. Among local Jewish leaders, it included
Samuel Toledano and Alberto Benasuly, both were born in Tangier.13

One of the first public acts of the association took place on 29 November 1962, again at
the headquarters of the CSIC. It was a colloquium directed by the two vice-presidents and
by Francisco Cantera Burgos, under the title “Judios y cristianos ante un problema actual”
(Jews and Christians facing a current problem), and was also attended by Salomon Gaon,
the chief rabbi of the Sephardic community of Great Britain, who was visiting the Spanish
capital. He declared at the meeting that only unity and cooperation between the different
religious confessions, built on the basis of common spiritual values, could help to combat
the dangers of materialism and the increasingly pressing religious indifference.'® This
ecumenical shared concern about the rise of urban civilization and the growing with-
drawal from hierarchical, institutional religion in Western societies was to become
a driving force for the association’s activities.

The association’s bylaws stated that, in pursuit of its aims, the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana
would seek to establish “a common front to counteract the permanent offensive of
present-day materialism, with its denial of the values and ideals that both Jews and
Christians have been upholding over the course of centuries.”’® These aims focused on
fostering spiritual rapprochement between Jews and Christians, facilitating mutual knowl-
edge about their respective traditions and ways of life, working to dismantle negative
preconceptions and prejudices, and striving to achieve fraternal appreciation between
members of both religions. To this end, the association proposed the organization of
colloquia and conferences, the use of all possible means of communication and dissemi-
nation, encouraging the creation of joint study groups, as well as promoting relations with
Catholic organizations and establishing contacts with associations of a similar nature
abroad.

Mazin, as many Madrid Jews, saw in the active participation of members of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy in this undertaking a symbolic gesture of great value. It was
interpreted as a first step toward the official recognition of a community that, in fact,
up to that moment, lived in a situation of informal tolerance, without the existence of
officially acknowledged rights as a religious minority or of any legal or political guarantee
that this tolerance would be maintained over time. In this context, the determination of
the Vatican to review the relations between the Catholic Church and the Jewish world, as
well as the convening of the Second Vatican Council, the first session of which had taken
place precisely in October 1962, was a clear signal that the development of the activities
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of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana in Spain met with a very favorable climate (O'Collins 2013;
O’Malley 2008).

Overall, John XXIII's decision in 1959 to convene a new Council came as a surprise to
the Spanish bishops, highlighting the extent of disconnection between the Spanish
Catholic hierarchy and contemporary Catholic theology. The role of the Spanish bishops
in the four sessions held between 1962 and 1965 was minor, revealing their discomfort
with discussions on religious liberty and ecumenism. Nearly a third of the Spanish bishops
strongly opposed the terms proposed by the papacy on these matters, particularly
rejecting the notion that public authorities lacked competence in religious affairs.
Nonetheless, eventually, all the Spanish bishops accepted the Council’s documents with-
out reservation. In this regard, it can be argued that the Council’s sought-after aggiorna-
mento would gradually find its place in Spain, driven more by external factors than
internal demands.'®

Mazin understood nonetheless the great historical opportunity that these circum-
stances presented at the time to facilitate a certain normalization of Jewish life in the
country, making interreligious dialogue the flagship activity of his presidency at the head
of the Madrid Jewish community. The early death in June 1963 of John XXIII, the great
promoter of the Second Vatican Council and surely the pontiff most committed to the
ecumenical ideal, did not alter that road map, although it was felt with great regret by the
Jews of Madrid. In fact, the Jewish community of Madrid celebrated a religious service in
honor of John XXIIl the day after his death; as pointed out by the press, this was the first
time that a Jewish community anywhere celebrated in its synagogue an act of that type in
memory of a pontiff.'” At the end of the religious service, Mazin read an emotional eulogy
in which he recalled how, on one occasion, John XXIll had addressed a Jewish delegation
with the words “I am your brother Joseph.” Mazin firmly stated that the Jewish people
mourned “the disappearance of a great friend.”'® The proactive involvement of John XXIII
in reaching out to the Jews likely stood in stark contrast in the mind of many of Madrid’s
Jews to the passive stance of Pope Pius Xll during the Holocaust. Pius XII had seemed
more concerned with avoiding antagonizing the Axis powers and not alienating the
millions of Catholics who supported the fascist and Nazi regimes, rather than stepping
forward to defend the victims, even when these were Catholic. His silence was particularly
noticeable in the Italian context as racial laws were enforced, and Jews were rounded up
and sent to Auschwitz."’

The baton of John XXIll was taken up by Paul VI, who decided to continue the work
begun by his predecessor. He presided over the remaining sessions of the Second Vatican
Council, broadening the path of ecumenical relations and interreligious dialogue. In this
sense, the high point would come with the approval in October 1965 of the Nostra Aetate
declaration, a document drafted not without difficulty by the German Cardinal Augustin
Bea. The document dealt with the attitude that the Catholic Church should maintain
toward non-Christian religions and laid the foundations for a profound revision of rela-
tions with Judaism, stressing the common root that united both religions and refuting the
traditional charge of deicide that weighed on the Jews.°

Once the first version of the declaration was approved in November 1964, and aware of
the importance of the document, Mazin addressed the Spanish Jews. In an article titled “El
Concilio y nosotros” (The Council and Us) published in Hakesher, the almost artisanal-
produced newsletter that the community had recently started publishing, he urged his
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fellow religionists to recognize the transformative potential of the Vatican Council for
Jewish-Christian relations. While he was well aware that this was an internal Catholic
matter and that there were good reasons for skepticism, since according to his own
words, for centuries the Jews had been the victims of negative portrayals sponsored by
the Church, Mazin defended the need to support Cardinal Bea. In Mazin's view, Bea had
shown great firmness in keeping alive the legacy of John XXIIl. Bea, who would later
befriended Mazin, had resisted the hostility of some conservative sectors in the Church
that opposed the wording of the declaration. Mazin affirmed, in this regard, not without
adding a certain degree of drama, that the Nostra Aetate declaration had already become
“the most transcendental fact in the relations of the Catholic Church with the Jews in the
last two thousand years.”?'

Toward recognition of the Jewish community

The decisions the Catholic Church adopted at the Second Vatican Council, as well as the
growing collaboration between several members of the Spanish ecclesiastical hierarchy
and prominent personalities of Madrid Jewry within the framework of the Amistad Judeo-
Cristiana, generated a certain pressure within the Francoist state to reshape its relations
and attitudes towards the Jewish citizens and residents in Spain.?? This was happening
within a context of growing economic liberalization in which the regime was taking steps
towards a timid and cautious political openness. One of the expressions of this new policy
was the approval in 1964 of the Law of Associations that allowed the free association of
citizens as long as the political principles of the system were not questioned (Palomares
2010; Radcliff 2010). These circumstances contributed to increasing the confidence of
Jewish community leaders in the possibility of achieving formal recognition of the small
Spanish Jewish communities.?

The occasion to request such recognition arose on 20 January 1965, when General
Franco granted an official audience in the Palace of El Pardo to the presidents of the
Jewish communities of Madrid and Barcelona, Max Mazin and Alberto Levy. During the
meeting, Mazin let Franco know how he had received with great joy the Caudillo’s words
in a New Year's speech in which, driven by the new spirit coming from Rome, he had
expressed his intention to create in Spain the appropriate conditions to guarantee
religious freedom. Franco, on his part, after recalling his past encounters with several
Jews in Ceuta and Melilla, showed interest in the life of the Spanish Jews, as well as the
situation of Moroccan Jews.

The Caudillo talked about his time as an officer in the military campaigns in Morocco,
drawing special attention to the difficult conditions in which the Jews of Chauen lived
when the Spaniards entered the city. Franco recalled the request made by local Jews to
General Ddmaso Berenguer to be allowed to wear shoes, something that the local Muslim
population had traditionally forbidden them to do.”* The meeting concluded with
Franco’s commitment to evaluating Mazin's request to officially enter the Jewish com-
munities in the Registry of Associations under the Ministry of the Interior.?> Jewish media
in the Americas, Europe and beyond informed about the meeting, highlighting the
obligation that Franco assumed, as a Catholic, to recognize the resolutions of the
Ecumenical Council that eradicated the traditional charge of deicide leveled against the
Jewish people, something that encouraged the Spanish government and the Catholic
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hierarchy to continue taking steps in the same direction.® The Ladino-language Israeli
newspaper La Verdad emphasized that, up to that point, Spanish Jews had not been
allowed to start synagogues, a situation that forced them to meet in places that could not
be marked on the outside as places of worship.?” Only a few months after the meeting
with Franco, in March 1965, Mazin announced that the government had approved the
bylaws that the Jewish community of Madrid had submitted for its consideration, assum-
ing now the official name of Comunidad Hebrea de Madrid.?® According to the commu-
nity leader, this put an end to the situation of informal tolerance that had prevailed until
then, granting for the first time in five centuries an official recognition of a Jewish
presence in Spain. Mazin also assured that he hoped to be able to announce in a short
time a similar recognition for the Jewish community of Barcelona.”®

In this context of a growing normalization of Jewish community life, the Amistad,
presided over by Mazin and Serrano, would continue to broaden the range of its activities
of interreligious rapprochement. In April 1966, an event was held in the convent of Santo
Tomas de Avila to mark the fifth anniversary of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana. The site was
charged with powerful symbolism since it was the place where the Inquisitor Tomas de
Torquemada had lived and was buried.>°

However, the activity that had the greatest public impact among those organized by
the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana was undoubtedly the joint religious service of Jews and
Catholics - a paraliturgy - that was held on 28 February 1967 in the parish of Santa
Rita, in the Madrid neighborhood of Arglielles. The event attracted a mixed audience of
about two thousand people who were invited to pray together several psalms and to
recite a rewording of the Lord’s Prayer based on references from the Old Testament. The
newspaper ABC reported on the exceptional nature of the occasion, which, as they were
assured from Rome, was unprecedented.?’ The article informed that mixed religious acts
between Jews and Catholics or Protestants had been organized in halls or open spaces in
other European countries, but that this was the first time that a Catholic temple hosted an
event that included a joint prayer, even if it was not strictly liturgical. The Jesuit José Maria
de Llanos, who had been present at the service and was well known for his social work in
the Spanish capital, wrote a note for the newspaper Ya in which he described, visibly
moved, an overflowing church where, in his vision, a miracle had taken place that finally
opened up the possibility of a fraternal reconciliation between the two peoples.*The
New York Times, on its part, showed its interest in the situation of the Madrid Jewish
community and highlighted in its report the parallels between the Jewish-Catholic para-
liturgy with a series of shared religious services held between Catholics and Protestants in
Madrid in recent years, imbued with the ecumenical spirit emanating from the Vatican
Council.*

However, the true pivotal moment for Spanish Jews to attain formal recognition from
the Francoist state arose with the increasing willingness to openly discuss the matter of
religious liberty. This discussion held the potential to provide enhanced legal protection
for Spain’s religious minorities. On 14 December 1966, the Spanish people had approved
in a referendum the Organic Law of the State, which introduced a series of institutional
changes within the Franco dictatorship, including an initial recognition of religious
freedom.

Shortly afterward, Mazin discussed the issue in a lecture delivered in the building
on Pizarro Street that was used at the time by the Jews of the capital as a synagogue
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and community center.>* Mazin emphasized that the legal reform represented an
event of historical dimensions for the Jewish population of the country and that it
would not have been possible without the figure of John XXIIl. He emphasized that, in
the new context opened up by the initiative of the late pontiff, the establishment of
the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana had made it possible to channel inter-religious dialogue,
this being the first time in Spain that Jews and Catholics acted within the framework
of the same association. Now, thanks to the modification of the Fuero de los Esparioles,
the state undertook to guarantee, under its tutelage, the religious freedom of all
Spaniards. Mazin warned, however, that the new law of religious freedom still had
to receive its final approval in the Cortes - the Spanish parliament — and although it
had the approval of the Episcopal Conference and the growing support for the
principles of the Vatican Council by Spanish Catholics, there were still strong sectors
opposing it.>

Indeed, the idea of religious freedom was not wholeheartedly embraced by the
Spanish ecclesiastical hierarchy. Only a few days after Mazin's address to the Jews of
Madrid, the widely distributed and falangist-led newspaper Pueblo reproduced some
statements on the question of religious freedom made on a television program by the
auxiliary bishop of Madrid, José Guerra Campos, showing a lukewarm adherence to and
reservations about the principle of religious freedom outlined in the Vatican Council, in
whose sessions he had participated.®® According to the bishop, the state should not stop
favoring one religion, if it considered that this was advantageous for the social and
spiritual development of the country, as long as it did not undermine the juridical equality
of all citizens. Guerra, therefore, distinguished between positive and negative religious
propaganda, a distinction that somehow found its way into the final version of the law of
religious freedom approved by the Cortes on 28 June 1967, which limited the ability of
non-Catholic minorities to proselytize. This restriction disappointed Mazin, who insisted in
an interview granted to the same newspaper in January 1968 that even though this
measure had no practical consequences for the country’s Jewish community, as the Jews
were in general not bent on proselytizing, it nonetheless went radically against the
principle of equality that the legal reform was supposed to establish.?” The interviewer,
journalist Alejo Garcia, affirmed that he had found a less exultant Mazin than he had
known in earlier years, at the time of the conciliar approval of the declaration on religious
freedom.

Despite the disappointment shown by the Jewish community leaders regarding the
final wording of the law of religious freedom, all the necessary conditions were already
present for the legal recognition of the Jewish communities in Spain, a fact that was not
going to be delayed much longer. Mazin’s negotiations with the authorities eventually led
to the legal recognition of the Jewish community of Madrid in December 1968, simulta-
neously with the inauguration of a new synagogue in the capital. This project had been in
the making for some years. The Jewish community in Madrid had been experiencing
a noticeable growth due to the continuous immigration of Moroccan Jews, and the
premises on Pizarro Street, which were being used for community services, could no
longer accommodate an expanding community. Consequently, in 1963 they had decided
to buy a plot of land on Balmes Street, in the Chamberi district. The community lacked
legal personality, so they had to create a corporation — Bet Knesset (“synagogue” in
Hebrew) SA - to acquire the property.*®
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A tedious process began then to get the necessary authorizations, which finally came
to fruition at the end of 1967 when Mazin obtained the construction license for the first
building to be erected in Spain with all the visible signs of a synagogue since the
expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian Peninsula in 1492.3° The money to cover the
costs of the purchase of the land and the construction was obtained thanks to donations
from local and international Jewish organizations and individuals, whereby the largest
contributions were those of the Swiss banker Edmond Safra, whose father was honored
with the name of the synagogue, Beth Yaacov (Lisbona 2017, 54). The synagogue’s
inauguration ceremony was held on December 16, with the participation of London
Rabbi Salomon Gaon, Rabbi Davis Kahan of Buenos Aires, and Rabbi Harold Gordon of
New York.*

“Discovering” the Jews

The new Madrid synagogue triggered a growing interest among the Spanish public in the
Jewish minority residing in the country, giving greater visibility to a public debate on the
Vatican Council and the activities of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana. As Federico Revilla from
La Vanguardia Espanola pointed out, for many Christians an authentic “discovery of the
Jewish people” was taking place, and they became aware of the spiritual closeness
between both religions and of the great amount of Jewish resonances in the Christian
faith itself.*’ The Vatican Council had shown that the ignominious and persistent accusa-
tion of deicide against the Jews was nothing but an “excrescence” imposed on the Gospel
message, something that disfigured what should be the authentic Christian position.
Another article published in May 1968 titled “Jews and Christians, talking” informed about
some of the activities of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana, as well as about several publications
on Jewish and Sephardic topics by the CSIC.*?

This new sensibility and will to approach Spanish Jews only increased after the
inauguration of the Madrid synagogue. Thus, Pueblo journalist Antonio Aradillas, in an
article called “Una sinagoga espafola” (A Spanish synagogue) was convinced that the new
synagogue would contribute to mutual understanding between Jews and Christians in
the Spanish capital, and eventually put an end to the usual displays of disrespect that on
too many occasions had obscured relations between the two peoples.** ABC published an
extensive photographic article entitled “Synagogues of Spain,” which pointed out the
centrality of the synagogue as a community center and place of study, highlighting that
its inauguration represented the culmination of the recent rapprochement between Jews
and Christians in the country.** The article reported that there were five active synago-
gues in Spain - the newly inaugurated one in Madrid, two in Barcelona, and two in Ceuta
and Melilla - and included a photograph of the young rabbi of the Madrid community,
Benito Garzon.

The growing visibility of Jewish places of worship generated a renewed interest in the
remnants of the extensive medieval Jewish presence in the lberian Peninsula, most
notably the ancient Synagogue of El Transito in Toledo, a Mudejar structure built in the
14th century by Samuel ha-Levi Abulafia, treasurer of King Pedro | of Castile.** Already in
the mid-1960s, the State had ceded the Toledo synagogue for its conversion into
a museum dedicated to preserving the Sephardic legacy. Franco himself had conveyed
to Mazin during their meeting early in 1965 his satisfaction for having contributed to that



412 (& R.REIN AND P. BORNSTEIN

decision.*® The Spanish media highlighted the Sephardic museum'’s importance to gain
better knowledge of Spanish culture as it offered the possibility of acquiring greater
familiarity with the traces left by the long presence of Jews in the country and could
become also a vehicle to deepen the Spanish people’s awareness of the history of the
Jewish people, a portion of which had partaken of the Hispanic genius and mentality in
the Middle Ages. Professor Federico Pérez Castro from the University of Madrid and
secretary of the Museum’s Board of Trustees informed in La Vanguardia Espafiola of the
great interest that the project had aroused among the Sephardic community
worldwide.*” The bulletin of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana called attention to the many
Jewish visitors that the museum received from different countries of Europe and the
Americas. It explained that, apart from the historical testimony of the Jewish presence in
the Peninsula, the objective of the museum was to strengthen the bonds between Spain
and the Sephardic communities worldwide.*® A few years later, in November 1971, the
Amistad Judeo-Cristiana would choose the Toledo synagogue for the celebration of its
tenth anniversary. Among those present during the celebration was Cornelius Rijk,
director of the Vatican Office for Jewish-Christian Relations, who had traveled expressly
from Rome for the occasion.*

The success of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana served as a model for the establishment of
a similar initiative to advocate rapprochement between the country’s Catholic majority
and the still incipient Spanish Islamic community. Although the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana
was predisposed from the outset to support such an initiative, its relationship
withAmistad Isldmico-Cristiana (Islamic-Christian Friendship) was not free of tensions,
mostly due to the conflict in the Middle East. Even before the formal establishment of
the new association, a note in the bulletin of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana noted that this
type of association should proceed with caution when openly facing political issues.>® The
article cited as an example the recent cancellation in Madrid of a conference in which
a Spanish professor was to speak about a trip to Israel, which had to be suspended due to
pressure from Arab diplomats and the presence of Muslim demonstrators on the premises
where the meeting was to be held.’’ Despite these initial reservations, the two presidents
of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana, Vicente Serrano and Max Mazin, dedicated an open letter
of congratulations to the new association after its formal constitution in 1968.>

The letter, addressed to the president of the new entity, the Jesuit Salvador Gémez
Nogales, expressed the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana’s pleasure at the creation of an associa-
tion similar to their own and their desire to collaborate in favor of greater understanding
between the three Abrahamic religions. Gémez Nogales, on his part, reciprocated the
good wishes expressed by the presidents of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana, thanking them
for their help in removing negative allusions to Islam and the Arab peoples from various
textbooks.>?

Purging school textbooks

The revision of school textbooks was a priority for the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana. One of
the first issues of the association’s bulletin included an extensive article by Sister
Esperanza, of the Congregation of Our Lady of Sion, in which she analyzed the
responsibility of Catholic textbooks in perpetuating negative preconceptions about
Jews.>® Most of them, according to the nun, favored a narrative of the Passion
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intended to arouse compassion and emotion in schoolchildren, rather than convey any
theological significance. Thus, the books tended to attribute a collective responsibility
to all Jews for the death of Christ, imprinting a very negative image in the minds of
children between the ages of four and ten, with the consequent impact this had on
their psychological development.

The nun illustrated through a collection of quotations from these school texts how
widespread were the stereotypes surrounding Jews as “a deicidal race,” on which suppo-
sedly fell an almost physical, irremediable curse, and on the basis of which “a true
education of repugnance, contempt and hatred of the Jew” was sustained. Among the
examples collected by Sister Esperanza, she included the text that four-year-old children
were taught in a Spanish school:

e Who killed Jesus?

e The Jews.

¢ And what are you going to do? Shout it out loud.
e Kill them.>®

Inspired by the approaches of the Vatican Council, another article in the same issue asked
how Catholic catechesis could be renewed in order to banish the negative myths and
stereotypes about the “Jewish brethren” too often wielded by catechists and other
Catholic instructors as dogmatic truths.>® To achieve this, the author proposed to give
greater relevance to the study of the Old Testament as part of Christian history itself, as
well as to emphasize the influence of the Old Testament in the Catholic liturgy, derived
from Jewish liturgy. It also pointed out the obligation to respect historical truth, to engage
with the Judaism contemporary to Jesus, and refute the explanation of the Diaspora as
a punishment for the attributed deicide, when in fact the dispersion of the Jews had
already begun prior to the birth of Jesus.

In April 1966, Cardinal Bea addressed the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana to propose that
Spain’s religion textbooks be revised to accommodate the doctrinal changes implemen-
ted by the Church during the Second Vatican Council and following the principles of
Nostra Aetate. This would be a first step, said the German clergyman, to gradually
assimilate the new doctrine and overcome a load of prejudices and “misconceptions”
that had accumulated over centuries.®” The Amistad Judeo-Cristiana accepted the chal-
lenge and established a committee to evaluate the way in which the Jews were repre-
sented in a wide sample of Spanish school textbooks. The results of the work of this
committee, directed by Professor Celestino Rodriguez Mendigorria, were presented in
two reports. The first one, in June 1967, was dedicated to primary education textbooks;
the second one, dated October 1968, to secondary education textbooks.

The first report set out the goal of “banishing prejudice from the tender minds of
children,” stating that “most of these deformities of thought are due to the lack of rigor in
teaching, which leads to making a negative mark on the soul of men.””® The report
pointed out that in Spain anti-Jewish feelings had been fueled for generations by passing
down “terrifying stories” about ritual crimes and Jewish usury, as well as by the habitual
use of derogatory language characterizing Jews as “deicidal people,” “rot within the
nation” or “unpleasant people.” In the face of these deep-rooted attitudes, the new spirit
promoted by the Vatican Council favored the correction of many of these errors almost
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automatically, without the need for external intervention. Therefore, it affirmed that in the
great majority of the books analyzed there was no need for changes.

The commission reviewed 159 books for primary education, using as a reference the
lists published by the Spanish National Book Institute. The evaluators found totally or
partially unacceptable wording in 29 of them. The general secretary of the Amistad Judeo-
Cristiana, José Francisco Riaza Saco, thus concluded that the result of the evaluation
carried out by the commission was encouraging, since it confirmed that most of the
schoolbooks had already been positively adapted to the guidelines set by the Vatican
Council. Riaza pointed out that, among the books reviewed, there were generally no
expressions of animosity against the Jews, nor was there a tendency to point the finger at
the Jewish people as a whole for the death of Jesus.>®

The second report, signed by Riaza in October 1968, dealt with secondary education.®®
It revealed even more positive conclusions. The report included some of the positive
reactions from authors and publishers who had been contacted to suggest changes in
content and wording that were not in keeping with the conciliar spirit. These responses
were welcomed by the commissioners as a “clear demonstration that the mindset of
today’s Spaniards does not harbor any negative attitudes or preconceptions.”

Furthermore, the report highlighted the support from the Ministry of Education and
Science, which had positively welcomed the first report on the state of primary education.
In its conclusions, it stated that in the great majority of the cases, the changes suggested
by the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana to the authors and publishers had been introduced
without hesitation, and expressed satisfaction with the fact that most of the texts
published in recent years included content that was in line with the new teaching plans
and the conciliar directives. Thus, it was possible to confirm “the positive situation of
Spain regarding the relations between Jews and Christians and, in general, regarding the
relation with men of faiths other than the one that predominates in Spain.”®"

The “teaching of appreciation”

In 1971, the year it commemorated its tenth anniversary, the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana
decided to dedicate its efforts to the “teaching of appreciation.” Its bulletin explained that
in its first years of life, the group had been dedicated to combating the “teaching of
contempt,” echoing an expression coined by the Jewish-French historian Jules Isaac, who,
after losing his family in the Holocaust, had led, together with the Catholic philosopher
Jacques Maritain, European efforts to facilitate a rapprochement between Jews and
Christians.°? The association now wished to initiate a new phase based on
a constructive spirit, and appealed to the country’s educators, who should teach children
to see “in every man not only a possible friend but a brother, a child of God, even if he has
another skin color or another nationality or another religion.”

With this purpose in mind, the Amistad invited a group of students and educators to
the association’s tenth-anniversary celebration in Toledo. If, according to Mazin, during its
first decade of existence they struggled to banish prejudices, now it was a matter of
involving educators in the efforts to build greater understanding between Catholics and
Jews in Spain.®® The last article of the bulletin’s issue called attention to the crucial role of
educators, given their privileged position to “change the mindset of younger generations
more efficiently.”®* The author of the note, who wrote under the pseudonym “Vercar,”
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stated that harbouring hatred towards any distinct group within the human family was, in
fact, indicative of a lack of religious faith, and argued that there was indeed a need to shift
from condemning the teaching of contempt to actively promoting a “teaching of
appreciation."”"However, while he perceived the gradual rapprochement between
Christians and Jews as a sign of providential intervention, he also appeared to maintain
a certain impartiality or equidistance when assessing the historical causes that had
nurtured enmity between the two religious communities. He stated that it was “a
disastrous mistake to keep promoting separation by attributing the weight of all the
responsibility, the entire burden of guilt, to only one of the parties, Judaism or
Christianity.” It prescribed, on the contrary, a new approach emphasizing the shared
biblical sources of religious affection that could bring forward a new age of mutual
understanding.: “We believe that the time has come to forget, which is the transcendent
expression of forgiveness; we must forget old quarrels, the hatred unleashed and the
suspicion fostered over centuries.” Despite the fact that the author’s call to forget could
be interpreted as advocating a form of social amnesia — a prerequisite for ushering in
a new era of harmony - this should not overshadow the reality that the Catholic members
of Amistad Judeo-Cristiana consistently expressed remorse over the years for Christian
anti-Judaism, and regularly denounced the manifestations of traditional Catholic intoler-
ance towards the Jews.

In spite of the promising prospects of the early 1970s, a 1975 document by Vicente
Serrano seemed to question the accuracy of the reports previously submitted by the
association, or, at least, to suggest that there had been a certain setback in the educa-
tional field as regards the treatment of the Jews. Serrano referred to a new report
prepared at the request of the Vatican Commission for Religious Relations with the
Jews. The aim was to evaluate the influence exerted on Catholic education — both in
catechesis and in schools - by the guidelines and suggestions issued in December 1974
by the Vatican for the effective application of the Nostra Aetate declaration on Catholic
relations with non-Christian confessions.®®

According to Serrano, due to the haste with which the Vatican office had requested the
information, a less exhaustive review had been carried out than the one completed in the
years 1967-1968. On this occasion, the sampling included a total of 44 books, including
catechetical and primary school textbooks. The evaluators seemed to find a series of
general patterns: Judaism appeared as historically superseded, without any relevance in
present times, as it had been replaced by the Church with the message of Salvation. This
approach led by its very nature to an “almost absolute disregard of Judaism.” Most of the
texts reviewed included “serious errors” about the history and culture of the Jews. It
concluded categorically that “In general, the guiding principles of Vatican Il are conspicu-
ously absent in all the texts consulted.”®®

Another issue that was closely related to the pedagogical purposes of the Amistad
Judeo-Cristiana was to morally condemn the anti-Jewish blood libels that had become
part of popular folklore in Spain. Two notorious cases were those of the Santo Nifio de la
Guardia, in the province of Toledo, and of Santo Dominguito del Val in Zaragoza. The
devotion to these two saints was an important identity component in their localities.®”

In 1966, the bulletin of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana published a summary of the lecture
given by the priest and journalist José Maria Javierre dealing with the alleged Jewish ritual
crimes.®® He stated that the Church desired to acknowledge the errors committed in the
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past, and referred to the charge of committing ritual crimes as one of the most serious
challenges to be confronted by Catholics, as they would have to change deeply-
entrenched views. The path proposed by the Vatican Council could “illuminate certain
hidden resentments that perhaps we have concealed within our souls.” Beyond the
question of historical accuracy, Javierre sought to explore the mental and emotional
sources of these accusations. He then pointed out that the Romans had already used
similar accusations against Christians themselves during the expansion of Christianity.
Anti-Jewish accusations had proliferated in the Christian world in the context of the
Crusades, multiplying rapidly throughout Europe in suspiciously similar forms, “as if
they had been engraved from the same cliché.”®

Although the Vatican had faltered on certain occasions, Javierre maintained that the
majority of popes had expressed their repulsion towards the accusations, denouncing
them as mere pretexts to attack and persecute the Jews. The falsity of these accusations
was aggravated by the economic benefit that the propagators of the slander obtained
from plundering the goods of persecuted Jews. The priest was therefore in favor of
a critical review of those cases for which there still was historical documentation available,
giving historians the last word on the matter. Javierre suggested that the Amistad Judeo-
Cristiana undertake a historical investigation of the cases of the Santo Nifio de La Guardia
and Santo Dominguito del Val. He also recommended Francisco Cantera Burgos, Hebraist
at the University of Madrid, to guide the investigations of the Toledo case, and offered his
own expertise to deal with the Zaragoza case.

The following year the two presidents of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana rose to the
challenge, aligning the pedagogical objectives pursued by the association with
a historical revision of the alleged Jewish ritual crimes. Mazin declared that Spain had
already set an example by expunging from its textbooks insulting wording towards the
Jews. Serrano announced the intention of the association to initiate a critical historical
study of the famous cases of the Nifio de la Guardia and Dominguito del Val.”® Between
November of that year and the summer of 1968, the secretary general of the Amistad
Judeo-Cristiana, Riaza Saco, published a series of articles to expose the falsity of these
blood libels. He denounced it as a “painful” fact that those who claimed to be followers of
the Gospel had let themselves be carried away by hatred “to the point of making up
a whole series of horrible legends to slander the Jewish people and generate reactions of
fear, contempt, and death in those around them.””" He expressed his hope, however, that
the cult to these saints would be abolished once the Church revised the saints’ lists of the
two dioceses, since both cases were “an unfortunate stumbling block in the perfect
fraternity that should be the Jewish-Christian relations”.

In a later installment, Riaza alluded with surprise to the negative reaction that had been
unleashed in certain media at the possibility of revisiting the ritual crime in Toledo. His
position, however, was clear, convinced as he was that the accusation was part of a plan
hatched in the final years of the Middle Ages to pave the way for the expulsion of the
Jews: “We should feel ashamed today of the expulsion forced upon them in 1492 and this
requires from us, if we are truly authentic Christians, to repair the damage, to the best of
our ability, restoring the good name that fanatics or evildoers tried to take away from
them.””?

In April 1970, the Spanish press reported that the presidents of the Amistad Judeo-
Cristiana had officially requested the Episcopal Commission on Ecumenical Affairs to
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abolish the cult of the Child of La Guardia and Dominguito del Val.”? In their petition,
Mazin and Serrano argued that the accusations of ritual crimes were typical of times ruled
by hatred and superstition. They justified their petition by alluding to the path opened by
ecclesiastical authorities in other countries, recalling the cases of Trento in lItaly,
Benzhausen in Germany, and York in England.

The petition, however, provoked some uneasiness at the local level. The correspondent
of La Vanguardia Espanola in Toledo, Luis Moreno Nieto, who had closely followed the
activities of the association in that city and had been seen with favorable eyes the
establishment of the Sephardic Museum, noted that the measure had generated a great
deal of perplexity.”* After describing the deep roots that the cult of the saint had in the
province, and despite being convinced that the petition of Mazin and Serrano was driven
by the noble desire to promote a rapprochement between Jews and Catholics, Moreno
questioned their way of proceeding. He argued that the revisionist zeal would have found
a better reception if they had begun by demonstrating with solid evidence the historical
falsehood of the supposed martyrdom, instead of raising the petition before the conclu-
sions of the investigation were known. In his opinion, raising this issue in the way Mazin
and Serrano had done was not “the best way to strengthen the bonds of friendship with
Spanish Jews,” as it would rather reopen wounds that were on their way to healing.”” It
certainly appeared that Amistad had an easier and less contentious task in removing
portrayals of Jews as deicides, along with other anti-Jewish theological elements from
textbooks, than in attempting to suppress prevalent religious cults and social practices
that continued to rely on significant antisemitic imagery.

Despite Moreno's skepticism, the same newspaper reported that the archbishopric
of Zaragoza had given orders to initiate an investigation into the historical veracity of
the supposed martyrdom of Dominguito del Val in the Aragonese capital, which once
again showed the capacity of influence of the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana.”® In spite of
the resistance it encountered, the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana remained faithful to its
purpose of contributing to end the cult of the child martyrs. At the meeting com-
memorating the tenth anniversary of the association, held in Toledo in
November 1971, Mazin insisted that even greater efforts should be made to achieve
this goal.”’

Conclusions

In January 2020, the president of the Community of Madrid announced that secondary
school students would broaden their studies related to Jewish heritage. To this end, the
contents of the subjects of Geography and History and Art, as well as Ethics and Religion,
were modified so that students would be steeped in the Jewish origins of Christianity, the
Jewish presence in the Iberian Peninsula, and Jewish history up to the present day,
including the Holocaust.”® This change was achieved with the critical encouragement of
an organized Jewish community whose existence was not legally recognized only a few
decades before.

This new educational initiative is the culmination of a process that started already in
the 1960s, during the Franco regime accompanied the transition to democracy, and
continues to mature to this day. In his 2003 book, The Myth of Civil Society: Social
Capital and Democratic Consolidation in Spain and Brazil, Omar Encarnacién could still
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argue that the example of Spain showed that civil society was of little relevance to the
processes of democratization.”” Recent historiography on the transition to democracy,
has challenged and refuted this argument.

This article offered an additional lens through which to examine the period pre-
ceding the Spanish transition to democracy and added one more protagonist to the
already known agents and actors of democratization and creation of a pluralistic
society: the Amistad Judeo-Cristiana. Its history illustrates the potent influence of an
idea initially conceived by private individuals who believed in the imperative of
delving deeper into social and religious understanding. Although many of those
involved in this initiative held notable social positions — whether a wealthy business-
man like Max Mazin, academics with established positions at the university like
Francisco Cantera and Antonio Peral, or clergy such as Vicente Serrano - they were
motivated by their own determination to champion a cause that had the potential to
subject them to public criticism and animosity. Beyond achieving strategic aims like
securing legal recognition for the Jewish community or fostering a more favourable
international perception of Francoist Spain as a nation that upheld religious freedom,
the desire to promote mutual acknowledgment is evidenced by the undeniable
success the association achieved in rekindling public interest in Jewish history and
culture. The institutional endorsement granted by ecclesiastical authorities facilitated
an endeavour rooted in civil society, rather than this success being driven from a top-
down approach.

There were undoubtedly challenges and setbacks in achieving the goals set forth
by Amistad Judeo-Cristiana. These difficulties were particularly apparent in attempts
to curtail religious and social practices that still garnered significant popular support,
as seen in the case of the cult of the Santo Nifio de la Guardia in Toledo. The path
leading to the legal recognition of religious freedom also left part of the Jewish
leadership in Madrid somewhat dissatisfied. Nevertheless, it is hard to refute the
pivotal role that Amistad Judeo-Cristiana played in ultimately securing the formal
recognition of the Jewish community in Madrid. This set an important precedent for
the subsequent emergence of robust Jewish associations in the 1970s and 1980s. In
this context, the backdrop of the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s carried
a crucial weight in Spain, accelerating an aggiornamento facilitated by the rapid
societal transformations experienced in the decade, possibly contrary to the desires
of a significant portion of the national Catholic hierarchy.

Spain has gone a long way in leaving behind the ideas of national Catholicism,
upheld by the Franco dictatorship, and has embarked on the path toward a multi-
cultural and multi-religious society. Still, the journey towards this goal has to
continue and the educational system has a key role to play in this process.
School textbooks are both a mirror to the current situation as well as one of the
tools in bringing about a tolerant society, respectful of differences, and that
recognizes all sorts of “others” including Jewish-Spaniards, as an integral part of
their society, past, present, and future. The Amistad Judeo-Cristiana, encouraged by
the changes promoted by the Vatican, contributed decisively to opening a process
of gradual normalization of Jewish life in Spain, an important legacy for the
subsequent development of the Jewish communities during the new democratic
phase in Spain.
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