
Jews in Roman times did not have the authori-
ty to crucify anyone.Crucifixion was a Roman punish-
ment for sedition, or rebellion against the Roman
Empire. Only the Roman authorities,including Pontius
Pilate, had the jurisdiction and power to carry out a
crucifixion.

Some scholars and religious leaders interpret the
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Who
Killed Jesus?

What Are
Passion
Plays?

Passages from the Gospels have been interpreted to mean that Jews were
responsible for Jesus’ death, but contemporary scholars, historians, and
informed readers of Christian scripture almost universally reject the notion that
the Jews were or are collectively responsible for the death of Christ.

What others
are saying:

“Passion Plays have often been
theologically and morally prob-
lematic. Specifically, their portray-
al of Jews collectively as killers of
Christ has historically fomented
hatred and violence toward
Jews….

…We call on Christian leaders,
in the United States and through-
out the world, publicly to affirm
their churches’ teachings on
appropriate portrayals and inter-
pretations of the Passion and to
make these teachings readily avail-
able to the general public.”

— Council of Centers on
Jewish-Christian Relations

“Christians who saw or heard
the Passion, especially during the
Holy Week before Easter, have
reacted violently against the near-
est Jews. We even know of some
Christian rulers in the Middle Ages
who warned the local Jews to stay
indoors on Good Friday in order
to protect them from violence.
That’s more than just a bad
review.

So our response to this story is
important in ways it will not be
for other stories. We have a
responsibility to be informed and
to consider the larger picture in
which the Passion is presented.
Anti-Jewish images and slogans
born in by-gone Passion portrayals
are still used to slander Israel and
the Jews. Therefore, every presen-
ter of the story must be alert to its
potential for doing “collateral
damage.”

—-The Christian Scholars Group
on Christian-Jewish Relations, Boston

College Center for Christian-Jewish
Learning

“The Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America has committed
itself to ‘live out our faith in Jesus
Christ with love and respect for
the Jewish people’… Our
Guidelines for Lutheran-Jewish
Relations include reminders that
‘the New Testament… must not
be used as justification for hostili-
ty towards present-day Jews,’ and
that ‘blame for the death of Jesus
should not be attributed to
Judaism or the Jewish people’ In
keeping with these commitments,
we view with concern recent
public reports regarding the forth-
coming film on the Passion by Mr.
Mel Gibson.”

—Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America Department for

Ecumenical Affairs

“It is vital that we Jews and
Christians talk together about this
topic that has been a source of bit-
ter division for centuries, led to
violence against Jews, and com-
promised the integrity of the
Christian proclamation of the
Gospels.”

—-Sister Mary Boys, Catholic
scholar, Union Theological Seminary

“….neither all Jews indiscrimi-
nately at that time, nor Jews today,
can be charged with the crimes
committed during his passion. It
is true that the Church is the new
people of God, yet the Jews
should not be spoken of as reject-
ed or accursed as if this followed
from Holy Scripture. Consequently,
all must take care, lest in catechiz-
ing or in preaching the word of
God, they teach anything which is
not in accord with the truth of the
Gospel message or the spirit of
Christ.”

—-Nostra Aetate, Second Vatican
Council

Why we are concerned about 
“The Passion of the Christ”

Dear Reader:
On February 25, Ash Wednesday, Icon Pictures will release “The Passion of the

Christ,” Mel Gibson’s version of the last hours and death of Jesus.  The film has

been of concern to the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) for many months.  Knowing

the history and traditions of Passion Plays, we at the ADL are wary, because

Passion Plays often have blamed the Jews for the death of Jesus.  

Unfortunately, multiple screenings of the film, including one here in Houston, have

not allayed ADL’s concerns or fears.  On the contrary, the film version shown in

Houston in August, and the version shown in Orlando, Florida in January, only deep-

ened those concerns. After the Orlando screening, ADL National Director Abraham H. Foxman and Rabbi

Gary Bretton-Granatoor, the ADL’s Interfaith Consultant, wrote an op-ed piece

which declared, “In Mr. Gibson’s film, there is absolutely no ambiguity as to who is

responsible for the death of Jesus—it is the Jews.  Roman soldiers are seen bribing

Jews to come out en masse to his trial by the Sanhedrin, in the Jewish Temple, and

at night.”   The piece goes on to say, “The Jews are portrayed continually as blood-

thirsty and vengeful.”The ADL is concerned that the movie could re-ignite latent anti-Semitism in people

who hold Jews responsible for the death of Jesus, despite pronouncements by

numerous Christian leaders, including the Second Vatican Council, that Jews were

not to blame. Though we have concerns, it also is important to remember that this

film may have a powerful impact in the Christian community.

We should be sensitive to the fact that in past screenings, while one movie was

shown, two movies were seen. Most Jews who have seen the film have been

troubled by the film’s depiction of the Jews being blamed for Jesus’ death.

The Christians who have seen the film have said they did not see any anti-

Jewish aspects of the film, only Jesus’ suffering for all people.

We hope our fears are unfounded.  But we want you to be prepared in case you are

met with anti-Semitism after the release of the movie.  What follows are articles

designed to give you historic background, information, and tools to deal with the

movie, Passion Plays in general, and any anti-Semitic comments or incidents that

may occur, whether as a result of this movie, or as the result of something else.
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Gospels to mean that the Jews were in collusion
with Rome to execute Jesus, but that theory fails
against the knowledge that the Romans had author-
ity over affairs of state.

Pope John Paul II has stated that the idea Jews
are to blame for Jesus’ death is an “unjust and erro-
neous interpretation” of Christian Scriptures.

This is the essential text of the Christian religion,
and Christians understand the Gospels to be the
“word of God.” Those who produce, direct, and per-
form in Passion Plays intend to strengthen Christian
faith by portraying the experience of Jesus’ suffering
and the salvation that comes from his death and res-
urrection.

The earliest known Passion Plays date back to 1150
C.E. Over the years, they have varied greatly, and have
become increasingly elaborate. Passion Plays became
popular across Europe, especially during Lent and Holy
Week. Some were presented in congregations, some
presentations involved whole villages and towns. The
Passion Play of Oberammergau, Germany, is the most

famous and is still performed today.
Passion Plays are controversial partly because of

their source. Because the gospel texts are not docu-
mentary recordings, the presentation of them usually
involves the creation of a single narrative from the
four gospels, as well as other extra-Bibilical sources.
These sources are subject to interpretation.
Additionally, some of the extra-Biblical sources may be
historically suspect. Many Passion Plays have por-
trayed Jews as those most responsible for the suffering
and  death of Christ. This type of presentation, which
blames the Jewish people for Jesus’ death, has trig-
gered anti-Jewish violence, including pogroms,and is a
main source of Western anti-Semitism.

For the 
latest 

information
www.adl.org

The Passion Play is a centuries-old religious

drama depicting the last days and hours of Jesus,

based on the Four Gospels of Matthew, Mark,

Luke and John in the Christian Bible. 

How to respond if somebody calls you or your child a “Christ-killer”

Unfortunately, there are no pat answers to such an
accusation. The way you respond or whether you
respond depends on the circumstances surrounding
the statement: who is telling you this, where you are
when the statement is made, where the accuser got
his or her information?

Below are a few points to keep in mind as you for-
mulate a response:

1. It was hard to record history in Jesus’ time.
Nowadays,we can take photographs, record video and
audio, and keep files on computers. None of those
methods were available in the time of Jesus, so the
Gospels are open to interpretation. Indeed, the

Gospels were written long after the death of Jesus. No
matter what, it would be difficult to lay the blame on
anybody for something that happened 2000 years ago.

2. Crucifixion was a form of Roman punishment,
not a traditional Jewish method of punishment. It is
unlikely most Jews would have been in favor of a cru-
cifixion.

3. The Romans were in control of Judea when
Jesus was killed, not the Jews.The Jews had no control
over Jesus’death.

4. Most modern religious scholars and clergy
teach that Jews should not be blamed collectively for
Jesus’ death.
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