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INTRODUCTION

The word of the lord abides for ever. This word is the Gospel which was preached to you” (1 Pet 1:25; cf. Is
40:8). With this assertion from the First Letter of Saint Peter, which takes up the words of the Prophet Isaiah,
we find ourselves before the mystery of God, who has made himself known through the gift of his word. This
word, which abides for ever, entered into time. God spoke his eternal Word humanly; his Word “became flesh”
(Jn 1:14). This is the good news. This is the proclamation which has come down the centuries to us today. The
Twelfth Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, meeting in the Vatican from 5-26 October 2008,
had as its theme: The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church. It was a profound experience of
encounter with Christ, the Word of the Father, who is present where two or three are gathered in his name (cf.
Mt 18:20). With this Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation | readily respond to the request of the Synod Fathers
to make known to the whole People of God the rich fruits which emerged from the synodal sessions and the
recommendations which resulted from our common endeavour.[1] Consequently, | intend to revisit the work
of the Synod in the light of its documents: the Lineamenta, the Instrumentum Laboris, the Relationes ante
and post disceptationem, the texts of the interventions, both those delivered on the Synod floor and those
presented in written form, the reports of the smaller discussion groups, the Final Message to the People of
God and, above all, a number of specific proposals (Propositiones) which the Fathers considered especially
significant. In this way | wish to point out certain fundamental approaches to a rediscovery of God’s word in
the life of the Church as a wellspring of constant renewal. At the same time | express my hope that the word
will be ever more fully at the heart of every ecclesial activity.

That our joy may be complete

Before all else, | would like to call to mind the beauty and pleasure of the renewed encounter with the Lord
Jesus which we experienced during the synodal assembly. In union with with the Synod Fathers, then, |
address all the faithful in the words of Saint John in his first letter: “We proclaim to you the eternal life which
was with the Father and which was made manifest to us - that which we have seen and heard we proclaim

also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us; and our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son
Jesus Christ” (1 Jn 1:2-3). The Apostle speaks to us of hearing, seeing, touching and looking upon (cf. 1 Jn
1:1) the word of life, since life itself was made manifest in Christ. Called to communion with God and among
ourselves, we must proclaim this gift. From this kerygmatic standpoint, the synodal assembly was a testimony,
before the Church and before the world, to the immense beauty of encountering the word of God in the
communion of the Church. For this reason | encourage all the faithful to renew their personal and communal
encounter with Christ, the word of life made visible, and to become his heralds, so that the gift of divine life -
communion - can spread ever more fully throughout the world. Indeed, sharing in the life of God, a Trinity of
love, is complete joy (cf. 1 Jn 1:4). And it is the Church’s gift and unescapable duty to communicate that joy,
born of an encounter with the person of Christ, the Word of God in our midst. In a world which often feels that
God is superfluous or extraneous, we confess with Peter that he alone has “the words of eternal life” (Jn 6:68).
There is no greater priority than this: to enable the people of our time once more to encounter God, the God
who speaks to us and shares his love so that we might have life in abundance (cf. Jn 10:10).

From “Dei Verbum” to the Synod on the Word of God

With the Twelfth Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on the Word of God, we were conscious
of dealing in a certain sense with the very heart of the Christian life, in continuity with the previous synodal
assembly on The Eucharist as the Source and Summit of the Church’s Life and Mission. Indeed, the Church is
built upon the word of God; she is born from and lives by that word.[2] Throughout its history, the People of
God has always found strength in the word of God, and today too the ecclesial community grows by hearing,
celebrating and studying that word. It must be acknowledged that in recent decades ecclesial life has grown
more sensitive to this theme, particularly with reference to Christian revelation, the living Tradition and sacred
Scripture. Beginning with the pontificate of Pope Leo XllI, we can say that there has been a crescendo of



interventions aimed at an increased awareness of the importance of the word of God and the study of the Bible
in the life of the Church,[3] culminating in the Second Vatican Council and specifically in the promulgation

of the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Dei Verbum. The latter represented a milestone in the
Church’s history: “The Synod Fathers ... acknowledge with gratitude the great benefits which this document
brought to the life of the Church, on the exegetical, theological, spiritual, pastoral and ecumenical plane”.

[4] The intervening years have also witnessed a growing awareness of the “trinitarian and salvation-historical
horizon of revelation”[5] against which Jesus Christ is to be acknowledged as “mediator and fullness of all
revelation”.[6] To each generation the Church unceasingly proclaims that Christ “completed and perfected
revelation. Everything to do with his presence and his self-manifestation was involved in achieving this: his
words and works, signs and miracles, but above all his death and resurrection from the dead, and finally his
sending of the Spirit of truth”.[7]

Everyone is aware of the great impulse which the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum gave to the revival of
interest in the word of God in the life of the Church, to theological reflection on divine revelation and to

the study of sacred Scripture. In the last forty years, the Church’s magisterium has also issued numerous
statements on these questions.[8] By celebrating this Synod, the Church, conscious of her continuing journey
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, felt called to further reflection on the theme of God’s word, in order to
review the implementation of the Council’s directives, and to confront the new challenges which the present
time sets before Christian believers.

The Synod of Bishops on the Word of God

In the twelfth synodal assembly, Bishops from throughout the world gathered around the word of God and
symbolically placed the text of the Bible at the centre of the assembly, in order to stress anew something we
risk taking for granted in everyday life: the fact that God speaks and responds to our questions.[9] Together
we listened to and celebrated the word of the Lord. We recounted to one another all that the Lord is doing

in the midst of the People of God, and we shared our hopes and concerns. All this made us realize that we
can deepen our relationship with the word of God only within the “we” of the Church, in mutual listening and
acceptance. Hence our gratitude for the testimonies about the life of the Church in different parts of the world
which emerged from the various interventions on the floor. It was also moving to hear the fraternal delegates,
who accepted our invitation to take part in the synodal meeting. | think in particular of the meditation offered
to us by His Holiness Bartholomaios I, Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, for which the Fathers expressed
deep appreciation.[10] Furthermore, for the first time ever, the Synod of Bishops also invited a rabbi to offer
us a precious witness on the Hebrew Scriptures, which are also part of our own sacred Scriptures.[11]

In this way we were able to acknowledge with joy and gratitude that “in the Church there is also a Pentecost
today - in other words, the Church speaks in many tongues, and not only outwardly, in the sense that all the
great languages of the world are represented in her, but, more profoundly, inasmuch as present within her
are various ways of experiencing God and the world, a wealth of cultures, and only in this way do we come to
see the vastness of the human experience and, as a result, the vastness of the word of God”.[12] We were also
able to see an ongoing Pentecost; various peoples are still waiting for the word of God to be proclaimed in
their own language and in their own culture.

How can | fail to mention that throughout the Synod we were accompanied by the testimony of the Apostle
Paul! It was providential that the Twelfth Ordinary General Assembly took place during the year dedicated to
the great Apostle of the Nations on the two thousandth anniversary of his birth. Paul’s life was completely
marked by his zeal for the spread of God’s word. How can we not be moved by his stirring words about his
mission as a preacher of the word of God: “I do everything for the Gospel” (1 Cor 9:23); or, as he writes in the
Letter to the Romans: “I am not ashamed of the Gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to every one who
has faith” (1:16). Whenever we reflect on the word of God in the life and mission of the Church, we cannot but
think of Saint Paul and his life spent in spreading the message of salvation in Christ to all peoples.



The Prologue of John’s Gospel as a guide

With this Apostolic Exhortation | would like the work of the Synod to have a real effect on the life of the
Church: on our personal relationship with the sacred Scriptures, on their interpretation in the liturgy and
catechesis, and in scientific research, so that the Bible may not be simply a word from the past, but a living
and timely word. To accomplish this, | would like to present and develop the labours of the Synod by making
constant reference to the Prologue of John’s Gospel (Jn 1:1-18), which makes known to us the basis of our
life: the Word, who from the beginning is with God, who became flesh and who made his dwelling among us
(cf. Jn 1:14). This is a magnificent text, one which offers a synthesis of the entire Christian faith. From his
personal experience of having met and followed Christ, John, whom tradition identifies as “the disciple whom
Jesus loved” (Jn 13:23; 20:2; 21:7, 20), “came to a deep certainty: Jesus is the Wisdom of God incarnate, he is
his eternal Word who became a mortal man”.[13] May John, who “saw and believed” (cf. Jn 20:8) also help us to
lean on the breast of Christ (cf. Jn 13:25), the source of the blood and water (cf. Jn 19:34) which are symbols
of the Church’s sacraments. Following the example of the Apostle John and the other inspired authors, may
we allow ourselves to be led by the Holy Spirit to an ever greater love of the word of God.

PART ONE
VERBUM DEI
“In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God...
and the Word became flesh”
(Un 1:1, 14)

The God Who Speaks

God in dialogue

The novelty of biblical revelation consists in the fact that God becomes known through the dialogue which

he desires to have with us.[14] The Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum had expressed this by acknowledging
that the unseen God “from the fullness of his love, addresses men and women as his friends, and lives among
them, in order to invite and receive them into his own company”.[15] Yet we would not yet sufficiently grasp
the message of the Prologue of Saint John if we stopped at the fact that God enters into loving communion
with us. In reality, the Word of God, through whom “all things were made” (Jn 1:3) and who “became flesh”

(Jn 1:14), is the same Word who is “in the beginning” (Jn 1:1). If we realize that this is an allusion to the
beginning of the book of Genesis (cf. Gen 1:1), we find ourselves faced with a beginning which is absolute and
which speaks to us of the inner life of God. The Johannine Prologue makes us realize that the Logos is truly
eternal, and from eternity is himself God. God was never without his Logos. The Word exists before creation.
Consequently at the heart of the divine life there is communion, there is absolute gift. “God is love” (1 Jn
4:16), as the same Apostle tells us elsewhere, thus pointing to “the Christian image of God and the resulting
image of mankind and its destiny”.[16] God makes himself known to us as a mystery of infinite love in which
the Father eternally utters his Word in the Holy Spirit. Consequently the Word, who from the beginning is with
God and is God, reveals God himself in the dialogue of love between the divine persons, and invites us to
share in that love. Created in the image and likeness of the God who is love, we can thus understand ourselves
only in accepting the Word and in docility to the work of the Holy Spirit. In the light of the revelation made by
God’s Word, the enigma of the human condition is definitively clarified.

The analogy of the word of God
In the light of these considerations, born of meditation on the Christian mystery expressed in the Prologue of
John, we now need to consider what the Synod Fathers affirmed about the different ways in which we speak



of “the word of God”. They rightly referred to a symphony of the word, to a single word expressed in multiple
ways: “a polyphonic hymn”.[17] The Synod Fathers pointed out that human language operates analogically

in speaking of the word of God. In effect, this expression, while referring to God’s self-communication,

also takes on a number of different meanings which need to be carefully considered and related among
themselves, from the standpoint both of theological reflection and pastoral practice. As the Prologue of John
clearly shows us, the Logos refers in the first place to the eternal Word, the only Son, begotten of the Father
before all ages and consubstantial with him: the word was with God, and the word was God. But this same
Word, Saint John tells us, “became flesh” (Jn 1:14); hence Jesus Christ, born of the Virgin Mary, is truly the
Word of God who has become consubstantial with us. Thus the expression “word of God” here refers to the
person of Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of the Father, made man.

While the Christ event is at the heart of divine revelation, we also need to realize that creation itself, the

liber naturae, is an essential part of this symphony of many voices in which the one word is spoken. We also
profess our faith that God has spoken his word in salvation history; he has made his voice heard; by the power
of his Spirit “he has spoken through the prophets”.[18] God’s word is thus spoken throughout the history of
salvation, and most fully in the mystery of the incarnation, death and resurrection of the Son of God. Then too,
the word of God is that word preached by the Apostles in obedience to the command of the Risen Jesus: “Go
into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15). The word of God is thus handed

on in the Church’s living Tradition. Finally, the word of God, attested and divinely inspired, is sacred Scripture,
the Old and New Testaments. All this helps us to see that, while in the Church we greatly venerate the sacred
Scriptures, the Christian faith is not a “religion of the book”: Christianity is the “religion of the word of God”,
not of “a written and mute word, but of the incarnate and living Word”.[19] Consequently the Scripture is to be
proclaimed, heard, read, received and experienced as the word of God, in the stream of the apostolic Tradition
from which it is inseparable.[20]

As the Synod Fathers stated, the expression “word of God” is used analogically, and we should be aware of
this. The faithful need to be better helped to grasp the different meanings of the expression, but also to
understand its unitary sense. From the theological standpoint too, there is a need for further study of how
the different meanings of this expression are interrelated, so that the unity of God’s plan and, within it, the
centrality of the person of Christ, may shine forth more clearly.[21]

The cosmic dimension of the word

When we consider the basic meaning of the word of God as a reference to the eternal Word of God made flesh,
the one Saviour and mediator between God and humanity,[22] and we listen to

this word, we are led by the biblical revelation to see that it is the foundation of all reality. The Prologue of
Saint John says of the divine Logos, that “all things were made through him, and without

him was not anything made that was made” (Jn 1:3); and in the Letter to the Colossians it is said of Christ, “the
first-born of all creation” (1:15), that “all things were created through him and for him” (1:16). The author of
the Letter to the Hebrews likewise states that “by faith we understand that the world was created by the word
of God, so that what is seen was made out of things which do not appear” (11:3).

For us, this proclamation is a word of freedom. Scripture tells us that everything that exists does not exist

by chance but is willed by God and part of his plan, at whose center is the invitation to partake, in Christ, in
the divine life. Creation is born of the Logos and indelibly bears the mark of the creative Reason which orders
and directs it; with joy-filled certainty the psalms sing: “By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and
all their host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps 33:6); and again, “he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded,
and it stood forth” (Ps 33:9). All reality expresses this mystery: “The heavens are telling the glory of God; and
the firmament proclaims his handiwork” (Ps 19:1). Thus sacred Scripture itself invites us to acknowledge the



Creator by contemplating his creation (cf. Wis 13:5; Rom 1:19-20). The tradition of Christian thought has
developed this key element of the symphony of the word, as when, for example, Saint Bonaventure, who in
the great tradition of the Greek Fathers sees all the possibilities of creation present in the Logos,[23] states
that “every creature is a word of God, since it proclaims God”.[24] The Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum
synthesized this datum when it stated that “God, who creates and conserves all things by his word (cf. Jn 1:3),
provides constant evidence of himself in created realities”.[25]

The creation of man

Reality, then is born of the word, as creatura Verbi, and everything is called to serve the word. Creation is the
setting in which the entire history of the love between God and his creation develops; hence human salvation
is the reason underlying everything. Contemplating the cosmos from the perspective of salvation history, we
come to realize the unique and singular position occupied by man in creation: “God created man in his own
image, in the image of God he created him: male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27). This enables us

to acknowledge fully the precious gifts received from the Creator: the value of our body, the gift of reason,
freedom and conscience. Here too we discover what the philosophical tradition calls “the natural law”.[26] In
effect, “every human being who comes to consciousness and to responsibility has the experience of an inner
call to do good”[27] and thus to avoid evil. As Saint Thomas Aquinas says, this principle is the basis of all the
other precepts of the natural law.[28] Listening to the word of God leads us first and foremost to value the
need to live in accordance with this law “written on human hearts” (cf. Rom 2:15; 7:23).[29] Jesus Christ then
gives mankind the new law, the law of the Gospel, which takes up and eminently fulfils the natural law, setting
us free from the law of sin, as a result of which, as Saint Paul says, “I can will what is right, but | cannot do it”
(Rom 7:18). It likewise enables men and women, through grace, to share in the divine life and to overcome
their selfishness.[30]

The realism of the word

Those who know God’s word also know fully the significance of each creature. For if all things “hold together”
in the one who is “before all things” (cf. Col 1:17), then those who build their lives on his word build in a truly
sound and lasting way. The word of God makes us change our concept of realism: the realist is the one who
recognizes in the word of God the foundation of all things.[31] This realism is particularly needed in our own
time, when many things in which we trust for building our lives, things in which we are tempted to put our
hopes, prove ephemeral. Possessions, pleasure and power show themselves sooner or later to be incapable of
fulfilling the deepest yearnings of the human heart. In building our lives we need solid foundations which will
endure when human certainties fail. Truly, since “for ever, O Lord, your word is firmly fixed in the heavens”
and the faithfulness of the Lord “endures to all generations” (Ps 119:89-90), whoever builds on this word
builds the house of his life on rock (cf. Mt 7:24). May our heart be able to say to God each day: “You are my
refuge and my shield; | hope in your word” (Ps 119:114), and, like Saint Peter, may we entrust ourselves in our
daily actions to the Lord Jesus: “At your word | will let down the nets” (Lk 5:5).

Christology of the word

From this glimpse at all reality as the handiwork of the Blessed Trinity through the divine Word, we can
understand the statement made by the author of the Letter to the Hebrews: “in many and various ways God
spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he
appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world” (1:1-2). It is very beautiful to see
how the entire Old Testament already appears to us as a history in which God communicates his word: indeed,
“by his covenant with Abraham (cf. Gen 15:18) and, through Moses, with the race of Israel (cf. Ex 24:8), he
gained a people for himself, and to them he revealed himself in words and deeds as the one, living and true
God. It was his plan that Israel might learn by experience God’s ways with humanity and, by listening to the
voice of God speaking to them through the prophets, might gradually understand his ways more fully and



more clearly, and make them more widely known among the nations (cf. Ps 21:28-29; 95:1-3; Is 2:1-4; Jer
3:17)".[32]

This “condescension” of God is accomplished surpassingly in the incarnation of the Word. The eternal Word,
expressed in creation and communicated in salvation history, in Christ became a man, “born of woman” (Gal
4:4). Here the word finds expression not primarily in discourse, concepts or rules. Here we are set before the
very person of Jesus. His unique and singular history is the definitive word which God speaks to humanity.
We can see, then, why “being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter
with an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a definitive direction”.[33] The constant renewal
of this encounter and this awareness fills the hearts of believers with amazement at God’s initiative, which
human beings, with our own reason and imagination, could never have dreamt of. We are speaking of an
unprecedented and humanly inconceivable novelty: “the word became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14a).
These words are no figure of speech; they point to a lived experience! Saint John, an eyewitness, tells us so:
“We have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14b). The
apostolic faith testifies that the eternal Word became one of us. The divine Word is truly expressed in human
words.

The patristic and medieval tradition, in contemplating this “Christology of the word”, employed an evocative
expression: the word was “abbreviated”.[34] “The Fathers of the Church found in their Greek translation of

the Old Testament a passage from the prophet Isaiah that Saint Paul also quotes in order to show how God’s
new ways had already been foretold in the Old Testament. There we read: ‘The Lord made his word short, he
abbreviated it’ (Is 10:23; Rom 9:28) ... The Son himself is the Word, the Logos: the eternal word became small
- small enough to fit into a manger. He became a child, so that the word could be grasped by us”.[35] Now the
word is not simply audible; not only does it have a voice, now the word has a face, one which we can see: that
of Jesus of Nazareth.[36]

Reading the Gospel accounts, we see how Jesus’ own humanity appears in all its uniqueness precisely with
regard to the word of God. In his perfect humanity he does the will of the Father at all times; Jesus hears his
voice and obeys it with his entire being; he knows the Father and he keeps his word (cf. Jn 8:55); he speaks to
us of what the Father has told him (cf. Jn 12:50); | have given them the words which you gave me” (Jn 17:8).
Jesus thus shows that he is the divine Logos which is given to us, but at the same time the new Adam, the true
man, who unfailingly does not his own will but that of the Father. He “increased in wisdom and in stature, and
in favour with God and man” (Lk 2:52). In a perfect way, he hears, embodies and communicates to us the word
of God (cf. Lk 5:1).

Jesus’ mission is ultimately fulfilled in the paschal mystery: here we find ourselves before the “word of the
cross” (1 Cor 1:18). The word is muted; it becomes mortal silence, for it has “spoken” exhaustively, holding
back nothing of what it had to tell us. The Fathers of the Church, in pondering this mystery, attributed to

the Mother of God this touching phrase: “Wordless is the Word of the Father, who made every creature which
speaks, lifeless are the eyes of the one at whose word and whose nod all living things move”.[37] Here that
“greater” love, the love which gives its life for its friends (cf. Jn 15:13), is truly shared with us.

In this great mystery Jesus is revealed as the word of the new and everlasting covenant: divine freedom and
human freedom have definitively met in his crucified flesh, in an indissoluble and eternally valid compact.
Jesus himself, at the Last Supper, in instituting the Eucharist, had spoken of a “new and everlasting covenant”
in the outpouring of his blood (cf. Mt 26:28; Mk 14:24; Lk 22:20), and shows himself to be the true sacrificial
Lamb who brings about our definitive liberation from slavery.[38]



In the most luminous mystery of the resurrection, this silence of the word is shown in its authentic and
definitive meaning. Christ, the incarnate, crucified and risen Word of God, is Lord of all things; he is the victor,
the Pantocrator, and so all things are gathered up forever in him (cf. Eph 1:10). Christ is thus “the light of the
world” (Jn 8:12), the light which “shines in the darkness” (Jn 1:5) and which the darkness has not overcome
(cf. Jn 1:5). Here we come to understand fully the meaning of the words of Psalm 119: “Your word is a lamp to
my feet and a light to my path” (v. 105); the risen Word is this definitive light to our path. From the beginning,
Christians realized that in Christ the word of God is present as a person. The word of God is the true light
which men and women need. In the resurrection the Son of God truly emerged as the light of the world. Now,
by living with him and in him, we can live in the light.

Here, at the heart, as it were, of the “Christology of the word”, it is important to stress the unity of the divine
plan in the incarnate Word: the New Testament thus presents the paschal mystery as being in accordance
with the sacred Scriptures and as their deepest fulfillment. Saint Paul, in the First Letter to the Corinthians,
states that Jesus Christ died for our sins “in accordance with the Scriptures” (15:3) and that he rose on the
third day “in accordance with the Scriptures” (15:4). The Apostle thus relates the event of the Lord’s death and
resurrection to the history of the Old Covenant of God with his people. Indeed, he shows us that from that
event history receives its inner logic and its true meaning. In the paschal mystery “the words of Scripture” are
fulfilled; in other words, this death which took place “in accordance with the Scriptures” is an event containing
a logos, an inner logic: the death of Christ testifies that the word of God became thoroughly human “flesh”,
human “history”.[39] Similarly, the resurrection of Jesus takes place “on the third day in accordance with the
Scriptures”: since Jewish belief held that decay set in after the third day, the word of Scripture is fulfilled in
Jesus who rises incorrupt. Thus Saint Paul, faithfully handing on the teaching of the Apostles (cf. 1 Cor 15:3),
stresses that Christ’s victory over death took place through the creative power of the word of God. This divine
power brings hope and joy: this, in a word, is the liberating content of the paschal revelation. At Easter, God
reveals himself and the power of the trinitarian love which shatters the baneful powers of evil and death.
Calling to mind these essential elements of our faith, we can contemplate the profound unity in Christ
between creation, the new creation and all salvation history. To use an example, we can compare the cosmos
to a “book” - Galileo himself used this example - and consider it as “the work of an author who expresses
himself through the ‘symphony’ of creation. In this symphony one finds, at a certain point, what would be
called in musical terms a ‘solo’, a theme entrusted to a single instrument or voice which is so important that
the meaning of the entire work depends on it. This ‘solo’ is Jesus. ... The Son of Man recapitulates in himself
earth and heaven, creation and the Creator, flesh and Spirit. He is the centre of the cosmos and of history, for
in him converge without confusion the author and his work”.[40]

The eschatological dimension of the word of God

In all of this, the Church gives voice to her awareness that with Jesus Christ she stands before the definitive
word of God: he is “the first and the last” (Rev 1:17). He has given creation and history their definitive
meaning; and hence we are called to live in time and in God’s creation within this eschatological rhythm of the
word; “thus the Christian dispensation, since it is the new and definitive covenant, will never pass away; and
no new public revelation is to be expected before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ (cf. 1
Tim 6:14 and Tit 2:13)".[41] Indeed, as the Fathers noted during the Synod, the “uniqueness of Christianity is
manifested in the event which is Jesus Christ, the culmination of revelation, the fulfilment of God’s promises
and the mediator of the encounter between man and God. He who ‘has made God known’ (Jn 1:18) is the one,
definitive word given to mankind”.[42] Saint John of the Cross expresses this truth magnificently: “Since he
has given us his Son, his only word (for he possesses no other), he spoke everything at once in this sole word
- and he has no more to say... because what he spoke before to the prophets in parts, he has spoken all at
once by giving us this All who is his Son. Any person questioning God or desiring some vision or revelation
would be guilty not only of foolish behaviour but also of offending him, by not fixing his eyes entirely on



Christ and by living with the desire for some other novelty”.[43]

Consequently the Synod pointed to the need to “help the faithful to distinguish the word of God from private
revelations”[44] whose role “is not to ‘complete’ Christ’s definitive revelation, but to help live more fully by

it in a certain period of history”.[45] The value of private revelations is essentially different from that of the
one public revelation: the latter demands faith; in it God himself speaks to us through human words and the
mediation of the living community of the Church. The criterion for judging the truth of a private revelation

is its orientation to Christ himself. If it leads us away from him, then it certainly does not come from the

Holy Spirit, who guides us more deeply into the Gospel, and not away from it. Private revelation is an aid to
this faith, and it demonstrates its credibility precisely because it refers back to the one public revelation.
Ecclesiastical approval of a private revelation essentially means that its message contains nothing contrary to
faith and morals; it is licit to make it public and the faithful are authorized to give to it their prudent adhesion.
A private revelation can introduce new emphases, give rise to new forms of piety, or deepen older ones. It can
have a certain prophetic character (cf. 1 Th 5:19-21) and can be a valuable aid for better understanding and
living the Gospel at a certain time; consequently it should not be treated lightly. It is a help which is proffered,
but its use is not obligatory. In any event, it must be a matter of nourishing faith, hope and love, which are for
everyone the permanent path of salvation.[46]

The word of God and the Holy Spirit

After reflecting on God’s final and definitive word to the world, we need now to mention the mission of

the Holy Spirit in relation to the divine word. In fact there can be no authentic understanding of Christian
revelation apart from the activity of the Paraclete. This is due to the fact that God’s self-communication
always involves the relationship of the Son and the Holy Spirit, whom Irenaeus of Lyons refers to as “the two
hands of the Father”.[47] Sacred Scripture itself speaks of the presence of the Holy Spirit in salvation history
and particularly in the life of Jesus: he was conceived of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit (cf.
Mt 1:18; Lk 1:35); at the beginning of his public mission, on the banks of the Jordan, he sees the Holy Spirit
descend on him in the form of a dove (cf. Mt 3:16); in this same Spirit Jesus acts, speaks and rejoices (cf. Lk
10:21); and in the Spirit he offers himself up (cf. Heb 9:14). As his mission draws to an end, according to the
account of Saint John, Jesus himself clearly relates the giving of his life to the sending of the Spirit upon those
who belong to him (cf. Jn 16:7). The Risen Jesus, bearing in his flesh the signs of the passion, then pours out
the Spirit (cf. Jn 20:22), making his disciples sharers in his own mission (cf. Jn 20:21). The Holy Spirit was

to teach the disciples all things and bring to their remembrance all that Christ had said (cf. Jn 14:26), since
he, the Spirit of Truth (cf. Jn 15:26) will guide the disciples into all the truth (cf. Jn 16:13). Finally, in the Acts
of the Apostles, we read that the Spirit descended on the Twelve gathered in prayer with Mary on the day of
Pentecost (cf. 2:1-4), and impelled them to take up the mission of proclaiming to all peoples the Good News.
[48]

The word of God is thus expressed in human words thanks to the working of the Holy Spirit. The missions of
the Son and the Holy Spirit are inseparable and constitute a single economy of salvation. The same Spirit who
acts in the incarnation of the Word in the womb of the Virgin Mary is the Spirit who guides Jesus throughout
his mission and is promised to the disciples. The same Spirit who spoke through the prophets sustains and
inspires the Church in her task of proclaiming the word of God and in the preaching of the Apostles; finally, it
is this Spirit who inspires the authors of sacred Scripture.

Conscious of this pneumatological horizon, the Synod Fathers highlighted the importance of the Holy Spirit’s
work in the life of the Church and in the hearts of believers in relation to sacred Scripture:[49] without the
efficacious working of the “Spirit of Truth” Jn 14:16), the words of the Lord cannot be understood. As Saint
Irenaeus states: “Those who do not share in the Spirit do not draw from the bosom of their mother [the
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Church] the food of life; they receive nothing from the purest fountain that flows from the body of Christ”.
[50] Just as the word of God comes to us in the body of Christ, in his Eucharistic body and in the body of the
Scriptures, through the working of the Holy Spirit, so too it can only be truly received and understood through
that same Spirit.

The great writers of the Christian tradition speak unanimously of the place of the Holy Spirit in the
relationship which believers are to have with the Scriptures. Saint John Chrysostom states that Scripture
“needs the revelation of the Spirit, so that by discovering the true meaning of the things enclosed therein,
we can reap abundant benefits”.[51] Saint Jerome is likewise firmly convinced that “we cannot come to an
understanding of Scripture without the assistance of the Holy Spirit who inspired it”.[52] Saint Gregory the
Great nicely emphasizes the work of the Spirit in the formation and interpretation of the Bible: “He himself
created the words of the holy Testaments, he himself revealed their meaning”.[53] Richard of Saint Victor
points out that we need “the eyes of doves”, enlightened and taught by the Spirit, in order to understand the
sacred text.[54]

Here too | would like to emphasize the very significant witness to the relationship between the Holy Spirit
and Scripture which we find in the texts of the liturgy, where the word of God is proclaimed, heard and
explained to the faithful. We find a witness to this in the ancient prayers which in the form of an epiclesis
invoke the Spirit before the proclamation of the readings: “Send your Paraclete Spirit into our hearts and make
us understand the Scriptures which he has inspired; and grant that | may interpret them worthily, so that the
faithful assembled here may profit thereby”. We also find prayers which, at the end of the homily, again ask
God to send the gift of the Spirit upon the faithful: “God our Saviour... we implore you for this people: send
upon them the Holy Spirit; may the Lord Jesus come to visit them, speak to the minds of all, dispose their
hearts to faith and lead our souls to you, God of mercies”.[55] This makes it clear that we cannot come to
understand the meaning of the word unless we are open to the working of the Paraclete in the Church and in
the hearts of believers.

Tradition and Scripture

In reaffirming the profound connection between the Holy Spirit and the word of God, we have also laid the
basis for an understanding of the significance and the decisive value of the living Tradition and the sacred
Scriptures in the Church. Indeed, since God “so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (Jn 3:16), the divine
word, spoken in time, is bestowed and “consigned” to the Church in a definitive way, so that the proclamation
of salvation can be communicated effectively in every time and place. As the Dogmatic Constitution Dei
Verbum reminds us, Jesus Christ himself “commanded the Apostles to preach the Gospel - promised
beforehand by the prophets, fulfilled in his own person and promulgated by his own lips - to all as the source
of all saving truth and moral law, communicating God’s gifts to them. This was faithfully carried out; it was
carried out by the Apostles who handed on, by oral preaching, by their example, by their ordinances, what
they themselves had received - whether from the lips of Christ, from his way of life and his works, or by
coming to know it through the prompting of the Holy Spirit; it was carried out by those Apostles and others
associated with them who, under the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit, committed the message of salvation
to writing”.[56]

The Second Vatican Council also states that this Tradition of apostolic origin is a living and dynamic reality:

it “makes progress in the Church, with the help of the Holy Spirit”; yet not in the sense that it changes in its
truth, which is perennial. Rather, “there is a growth in insight into the realities and the words that are being
passed on”, through contemplation and study, with the understanding granted by deeper spiritual experience
and by the “preaching of those who, on succeeding to the office of bishop, have received the sure charism of
truth”.[57]
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The living Tradition is essential for enabling the Church to grow through time in the understanding of the
truth revealed in the Scriptures; indeed, “by means of the same tradition, the full canon of the sacred books
is known to the Church and the holy Scriptures themselves are more thoroughly understood and constantly
made effective in the Church”.[58] Ultimately, it is the living Tradition of the Church which makes us
adequately understand sacred Scripture as the word of God. Although the word of God precedes and exceeds
sacred Scripture, nonetheless Scripture, as inspired by God, contains the divine word (cf. 2 Tim 3:16) “in an
altogether singular way”.[59]

We see clearly, then, how important it is for the People of God to be properly taught and trained to approach
the sacred Scriptures in relation to the Church’s living Tradition, and to recognize in them the very word of
God. Fostering such an approach in the faithful is very important from the standpoint of the spiritual life.
Here it might be helpful to recall the analogy drawn by the Fathers of the Church between the word of God
which became “flesh” and the word which became a “book”.[60] The Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum takes
up this ancient tradition which holds, as Saint Ambrose says,[61] that “the body of the Son is the Scripture
which we have received”, and declares that “the words of God, expressed in human language, are in every way
like human speech, just as the word of the eternal Father, when he took on himself the weak flesh of human
beings, became like them”.[62] When understood in this way, sacred Scripture presents itself to us, in the
variety of its many forms and content, as a single reality. Indeed, “through all the words of sacred Scripture,
God speaks only one single word, his one utterance, in whom he expresses himself completely (cf. Heb 1:1-
3)".[63] Saint Augustine had already made the point clearly: “Remember that one alone is the discourse of
God which unfolds in all sacred Scripture, and one alone is the word which resounds on the lips of all the holy
writers”.[64]

In short, by the work of the Holy Spirit and under the guidance of the magisterium, the Church hands on to
every generation all that has been revealed in Christ. The Church lives in the certainty that her Lord, who
spoke in the past, continues today to communicate his word in her living Tradition and in sacred Scripture.
Indeed, the word of God is given to us in sacred Scripture as an inspired testimony to revelation; together with
the Church’s living Tradition, it constitutes the supreme rule of faith.[65]

Sacred Scripture, inspiration and truth

A key concept for understanding the sacred text as the word of God in human words is certainly that of
inspiration. Here too we can suggest an analogy: as the word of God became flesh by the power of the Holy
Spirit in the womb of the Virgin Mary, so sacred Scripture is born from the womb of the Church by the power
of the same Spirit. Sacred Scripture is “the word of God set down in writing under the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit”.[66] In this way one recognizes the full importance of the human author who wrote the inspired texts
and, at the same time, God himself as the true author.

As the Synod Fathers affirmed, the theme of inspiration is clearly decisive for an adequate approach to the
Scriptures and their correct interpretation,[67] which for its part is to be done in the same Spirit in whom the
sacred texts were written.[68] Whenever our awareness of its inspiration grows weak, we risk reading Scripture
as an object of historical curiosity and not as the work of the Holy Spirit in which we can hear the Lord himself
speak and recognize his presence in history.

The Synod Fathers also stressed the link between the theme of inspiration and that of the truth of the
Scriptures.[69] A deeper study of the process of inspiration will doubtless lead to a greater understanding

of the truth contained in the sacred books. As the Council’s teaching states in this regard, the inspired

books teach the truth: “since, therefore, all that the inspired authors, or sacred writers, affirm should be
regarded as affirmed by the Holy Spirit, we must acknowledge that the books of Scripture firmly, faithfully and
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without error, teach that truth which God, for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the sacred
Scriptures. Thus, ‘all scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction and for
training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be proficient, equipped for every good work’ (2 Tim
3:16-17, Greek)”.[70]

Certainly theological reflection has always considered inspiration and truth as two key concepts for an
ecclesial hermeneutic of the sacred Scriptures. Nonetheless, one must acknowledge the need today for a fuller
and more adequate study of these realities, in order better to respond to the need to interpret the sacred texts
in accordance with their nature. Here | would express my fervent hope that research in this field will progress
and bear fruit both for biblical science and for the spiritual life of the faithful.

God the Father, source and origin of the word

The economy of revelation has its beginning and origin in God the Father. By his word “the heavens were
made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth” (Ps 33:6). It is he who has given us “the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor 4:6; cf. Mt 16:17; Lk 9:29).

In the Son, “Logos made flesh” (cf. Jn 1:14), who came to accomplish the will of the one who sent him

(cf. Jn 4:34), God, the source of revelation, reveals himself as Father and brings to completion the divine
pedagogy which had previously been carried out through the words of the prophets and the wondrous deeds
accomplished in creation and in the history of his people and all mankind. The revelation of God the Father
culminates in the Son’s gift of the Paraclete (cf. Jn 14:16), the Spirit of the Father and the Son, who guides us
“into all the truth” (Jn 16:13).

All God’s promises find their “yes” in Jesus Christ (cf. 2 Cor 1:20). Men and women are thus enabled to set out
on the way that leads to the Father (cf. Jn 14:6), so that in the end “God may be everything to everyone” (1 Cor
15:28).

As the cross of Christ demonstrates, God also speaks by his silence. The silence of God, the experience of
the distance of the almighty Father, is a decisive stage in the earthly journey of the Son of God, the incarnate
Word. Hanging from the wood of the cross, he lamented the suffering caused by that silence: “My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mk 15:34; Mt 27:46). Advancing in obedience to his very last breath, in the
obscurity of death, Jesus called upon the Father. He commended himself to him at the moment of passage,
through death, to eternal life: “Father, into your hands | commend my spirit” (Lk 23:46).

This experience of Jesus reflects the situation of all those who, having heard and acknowledged God’s word,

must also confront his silence. This has been the experience of countless saints and mystics, and even

today is part of the journey of many believers. God’s silence prolongs his earlier words. In these moments of
darkness, he speaks through the mystery of his silence. Hence, in the dynamic of Christian revelation, silence
appears as an important expression of the word of God.

Our Response To The God Who Speaks

Called to the covenant with God

By emphasizing the many forms of the word, we have been able to contemplate the number of ways in
which God speaks to and encounters men and women, making himself known in dialogue. Certainly, as the
Synod Fathers stated, “dialogue, when we are speaking of revelation, entails the primacy of the word of God
addressed to man”.[71] The mystery of the Covenant expresses this relationship between God who calls man
with his word, and man who responds, albeit making clear that it is not a matter of a meeting of two peers;
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what we call the Old and New Covenant is not a contract between two equal parties, but a pure gift of God.

By this gift of his love God bridges every distance and truly makes us his “partners”, in order to bring about
the nuptial mystery of the love between Christ and the Church. In this vision every man and woman appears

as someone to whom the word speaks, challenges and calls to enter this dialogue of love through a free
response. Each of us is thus enabled by God to hear and respond to his word. We were created in the word
and we live in the word; we cannot understand ourselves unless we are open to this dialogue. The word of God
discloses the filial and relational nature of human existence. We are indeed called by grace to be conformed to
Christ, the Son of the Father, and, in him, to be transformed.

God hears us and responds to our questions

In this dialogue with God we come to understand ourselves and we discover an answer to our heart’s deepest
questions. The word of God in fact is not inimical to us; it does not stifle our authentic desires, but rather
illuminates them, purifies them and brings them to fulfilment. How important it is for our time to discover that
God alone responds to the yearning present in the heart of every man and woman! Sad to say, in our days,
and in the West, there is a widespread notion that God is extraneous to people’s lives and problems, and that
his very presence can be a threat to human autonomy. Yet the entire economy of salvation demonstrates that
God speaks and acts in history for our good and our integral salvation. Thus it is decisive, from the pastoral
standpoint, to present the word of God in its capacity to enter into dialogue with the everyday problems
which people face. Jesus himself says that he came that we might have life in abundance (cf. Jn 10:10).
Consequently, we need to make every effort to share the word of God as an openness to our problems, a
response to our questions, a broadening of our values and the fulfilment of our aspirations. The Church’s
pastoral activity needs to bring out clearly how God listens to our need and our plea for help. As Saint
Bonaventure says in the Breviloquium: “The fruit of sacred Scripture is not any fruit whatsoever, but the very
fullness of eternal happiness. Sacred Scripture is the book containing the words of eternal life, so that we
may not only believe in, but also possess eternal life, in which we will see and love, and all our desires will be
fulfilled”.[72]

In dialogue with God through his words

The word of God draws each of us into a conversation with the Lord: the God who speaks teaches us how to
speak to him. Here we naturally think of the Book of Psalms, where God gives us words to speak to him, to
place our lives before him, and thus to make life itself a path to God.[73] In the Psalms we find expressed
every possible human feeling set masterfully in the sight of God; joy and pain, distress and hope, fear and
trepidation: here all find expression. Along with the Psalms we think too of the many other passages of
sacred Scripture which express our turning to God in intercessory prayer (cf. Ex 33:12-16), in exultant songs
of victory (cf. Ex 15) or in sorrow at the difficulties experienced in carrying out our mission (cf. Jer 20:7-

18). In this way our word to God becomes God’s word, thus confirming the dialogical nature of all Christian
revelation,[74] and our whole existence becomes a dialogue with the God who speaks and listens, who calls us
and gives direction to our lives. Here the word of God reveals that our entire life is under the divine call.[75]

The word of God and faith

““The obedience of faith’ (Rom 16:26; cf. Rom 1:5; 2 Cor 10:5-6) must be our response to God who reveals. By
faith one freely commits oneself entirely to God, making ‘the full submission of intellect and will to God who
reveals’ and willingly assenting to the revelation given by God”.[76] In these words the Dogmatic Constitution
Dei Verbum gave precise expression to the stance which we must have with regard to God. The proper human
response to the God who speaks is faith. Here we see clearly that “in order to accept revelation, man must
open his mind and heart to the working of the Holy Spirit who enables him to understand the word of God
present in the sacred Scriptures”.[77] It is the preaching of the divine word, in fact, which gives rise to faith,
whereby we give our heartfelt assent to the truth which has been revealed to us and we commit ourselves
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entirely to Christ: “faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes from the word of Christ” (Rom
10:17). The whole history of salvation progressively demonstrates this profound bond between the word of
God and the faith which arises from an encounter with Christ. Faith thus takes shape as an encounter with a
person to whom we entrust our whole life. Christ Jesus remains present today in history, in his body which is
the Church; for this reason our act of faith is at once both personal and ecclesial.

Sin as a refusal to hear the word of God

The word of God also inevitably reveals the tragic possibility that human freedom can withdraw from this
covenant dialogue with God for which we were created. The divine word also discloses the sin that lurks in the
human heart. Quite frequently in both the Old and in the New Testament, we find sin described as a refusal to
hear the word, as a breaking of the covenant and thus as being closed to God who calls us to communion with
himself.[78] Sacred Scripture shows how man’s sin is essentially disobedience and refusal to hear. The radical
obedience of Jesus even to his death on the cross (cf. Phil 2:8) completely unmasks this sin. His obedience
brings about the New Covenant between God and man, and grants us the possibility of reconciliation. Jesus
was sent by the Father as a sacrifice of atonement for our sins and for those of the whole world (cf. 1 Jn

2:2; 4:10; Heb 7:27). We are thus offered the merciful possibility of redemption and the start of a new life in
Christ. For this reason it is important that the faithful be taught to acknowledge that the root of sin lies in the
refusal to hear the word of the Lord, and to accept in Jesus, the Word of God, the forgiveness which opens us
to salvation.

Mary, “Mother of God’s Word” and “Mother of Faith”

The Synod Fathers declared that the basic aim of the Twelfth Assembly was “to renew the Church’s faith in the
word of God”. To do so, we need to look to the one in whom the interplay between the word of God and faith
was brought to perfection, that is, to the Virgin Mary, “who by her ‘yes’ to the word of the covenant and her
mission, perfectly fulfills the divine vocation of humanity”.[79] The human reality created through the word
finds its most perfect image in Mary’s obedient faith. From the Annunciation to Pentecost she appears as a
woman completely open to the will of God. She is the Immaculate Conception, the one whom God made “full
of grace” (cf. Lk 1:28) and unconditionally docile to his word (cf. Lk 1:38). Her obedient faith shapes her life at
every moment before God’s plan. A Virgin ever attentive to God’s word, she lives completely attuned to that
word; she treasures in her heart the events of her Son, piecing them together as if in a single mosaic (cf. Lk
2:19,51).[80]

In our day the faithful need to be helped to see more clearly the link between Mary of Nazareth and the faith-
filled hearing of God’s word. | would encourage scholars as well to study the relationship between Mariology
and the theology of the word. This could prove most beneficial both for the spiritual life and for theological
and biblical studies. Indeed, what the understanding of the faith has enabled us to know about Mary stands at
the heart of Christian truth. The incarnation of the word cannot be conceived apart from the freedom of this
young woman who by her assent decisively cooperated with the entrance of the eternal into time. Mary is the
image of the Church in attentive hearing of the word of God, which took flesh in her. Mary also symbolizes
openness to God and others; an active listening which interiorizes and assimilates, one in which the word
becomes a way of life.

Here | would like to mention Mary’s familiarity with the word of God. This is clearly evident in the Magnificat.
There we see in some sense how she identifies with the word, enters into it; in this marvellous canticle of
faith, the Virgin sings the praises of the Lord in his own words: “The Magnificat - a portrait, so to speak, of her
soul - is entirely woven from threads of Holy Scripture, threads drawn from the word of God. Here we see how
completely at home Mary is with the word of God, with ease she moves in and out of it. She speaks and thinks
with the word of God; the word of God becomes her word, and her word issues from the word of God. Here we
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see how her thoughts are attuned to the thoughts of God, how her will is one with the will of God. Since Mary
is completely imbued with the word of God, she is able to become the Mother of the Word Incarnate”.[81]
Furthermore, in looking to the Mother of God, we see how God’s activity in the world always engages our
freedom, because through faith the divine word transforms us. Our apostolic and pastoral work can never be
effective unless we learn from Mary how to be shaped by the working of God within us: “devout and loving
attention to the figure of Mary as the model and archetype of the Church’s faith is of capital importance for
bringing about in our day a concrete paradigm shift in the Church’s relation with the word, both in prayerful
listening and in generous commitment to mission and proclamation”.[82]

As we contemplate in the Mother of God a life totally shaped by the word, we realize that we too are called
to enter into the mystery of faith, whereby Christ comes to dwell in our lives. Every Christian believer, Saint
Ambrose reminds us, in some way interiorly conceives and gives birth to the word of God: even though there
is only one Mother of Christ in the flesh, in the faith Christ is the progeny of us all.[83] Thus, what took
place for Mary can daily take place in each of us, in the hearing of the word and in the celebration of the
sacraments.

The Interpretation Of Sacred Scripture
In The Church

The Church as the primary setting for biblical hermeneutics

Another major theme that emerged during the Synod, to which | would now like to draw attention, is the
interpretation of sacred Scripture in the Church. The intrinsic link between the word and faith makes clear
that authentic biblical hermeneutics can only be had within the faith of the Church, which has its paradigm in
Mary’s fiat. Saint Bonaventure states that without faith there is no key to throw open the sacred text: “This is
the knowledge of Jesus Christ, from whom, as from a fountain, flow forth the certainty and the understanding
of all sacred Scripture. Therefore it is impossible for anyone to attain to knowledge of that truth unless he
first have infused faith in Christ, which is the lamp, the gate and the foundation of all Scripture”.[84] And Saint
Thomas Aquinas, citing Saint Augustine, insists that “the letter, even that of the Gospel, would kill, were there
not the inward grace of healing faith”.[85]

Here we can point to a fundamental criterion of biblical hermeneutics: the primary setting for scriptural
interpretation is the life of the Church. This is not to uphold the ecclesial context as an extrinsic rule to

which exegetes must submit, but rather is something demanded by the very nature of the Scriptures and

the way they gradually came into being. “Faith traditions formed the living context for the literary activity of
the authors of sacred Scripture. Their insertion into this context also involved a sharing in both the liturgical
and external life of the communities, in their intellectual world, in their culture and in the ups and downs of
their shared history. In like manner, the interpretation of sacred Scripture requires full participation on the
part of exegetes in the life and faith of the believing community of their own time”.[86] Consequently, “since
sacred Scripture must be read and interpreted in the light of the same Spirit through whom it was written”,[87]
exegetes, theologians and the whole people of God must approach it as what it really is, the word of God
conveyed to us through human words (cf. 1 Th 2:13). This is a constant datum implicit in the Bible itself: “No
prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse
of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:20-21). Moreover, it is the faith of the
Church that recognizes in the Bible the word of God; as Saint Augustine memorably put it: “I would not believe
the Gospel, had not the authority of the Catholic Church led me to do so0”.[88] The Holy Spirit, who gives life
to the Church, enables us to interpret the Scriptures authoritatively. The Bible is the Church’s book, and its
essential place in the Church’s life gives rise to its genuine interpretation.
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Saint Jerome recalls that we can never read Scripture simply on our own. We come up against too many closed
doors and we slip too easily into error. The Bible was written by the People of God for the People of God,
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Only in this communion with the People of God can we truly enter as
a “we” into the heart of the truth that God himself wishes to convey to us.[89] Jerome, for whom “ignorance
of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ”,[90] states that the ecclesial dimension of biblical interpretation is

not a requirement imposed from without: the Book is the very voice of the pilgrim People of God, and only
within the faith of this People are we, so to speak, attuned to understand sacred Scripture. An authentic
interpretation of the Bible must always be in harmony with the faith of the Catholic Church. He thus wrote to
a priest: “Remain firmly attached to the traditional doctrine that you have been taught, so that you may exhort
according to sound doctrine and confound those who contradict it”.[91]

Approaches to the sacred text that prescind from faith might suggest interesting elements on the level of
textual structure and form, but would inevitably prove merely preliminary and structurally incomplete efforts.
As the Pontifical Biblical Commission, echoing an accepted principle of modern hermeneutics, has stated:
“access to a proper understanding of biblical texts is only granted to the person who has an affinity with what
the text is saying on the basis of life experience”.[92] All this brings out more clearly the relationship between
the spiritual life and scriptural hermeneutics. “As the reader matures in the life of the Spirit, so there grows
also his or her capacity to understand the realities of which the Bible speaks”.[93] The intensity of an authentic
ecclesial experience can only lead to the growth of genuine understanding in faith where the Scriptures are
concerned; conversely, reading the Scriptures in faith leads to growth in ecclesial life itself. Here we can see
once again the truth of the celebrated dictum of Saint Gregory the Great: “The divine words grow together
with the one who reads them”.[94] Listening to the word of God introduces and increases ecclesial communion
with all those who walk by faith.

“The soul of sacred theology”

“The study of the sacred page should be, as it were, the very soul of theology”:[95] this quotation from

the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum has become increasingly familiar over the years. Theological and
exegetical scholarship, in the period after the Second Vatican Council, made frequent reference to this
expression as symbolic of the renewed interest in sacred Scripture. The Twelfth Assembly of the Synod of
Bishops also frequently alluded to this well-known phrase in order to express the relationship between
historical research and a hermeneutic of faith where the sacred text is concerned. The Fathers acknowledged
with joy that study of the word of God in the Church has grown in recent decades, and they expressed
heartfelt gratitude to the many exegetes and theologians who with dedication, commitment and competence
continue to make an essential contribution to the deeper understanding of the meaning of the Scriptures, as
they address the complex issues facing biblical studies in our day.[96] Sincere gratitude was also expressed
to the members of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, past and present, who in close collaboration with the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith continue to offer their expertise in the examination of particular
questions raised by the study of sacred Scripture. The Synod likewise felt a need to look into the present state
of biblical studies and their standing within the field of theology. The pastoral effectiveness of the Church’s
activity and the spiritual life of the faithful depend to a great extent on the fruitfulness of the relationship
between exegesis and theology. For this reason, | consider it important to take up some reflections that
emerged in the discussion of this topic during the Synod sessions.

The development of biblical studies and the Church’s magisterium

Before all else, we need to acknowledge the benefits that historical-critical exegesis and other recently-
developed methods of textual analysis have brought to the life of the Church.[97] For the Catholic
understanding of sacred Scripture, attention to such methods is indispensable, linked as it is to the realism
of the Incarnation: “This necessity is a consequence of the Christian principle formulated in the Gospel of
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John 1:14: Verbum caro factum est. The historical fact is a constitutive dimension of the Christian faith. The
history of salvation is not mythology, but a true history, and it should thus be studied with the methods of
serious historical research”.[98] The study of the Bible requires a knowledge of these methods of enquiry and
their suitable application. While it is true that scholarship has come to a much greater appreciation of their
importance in the modern period, albeit not everywhere to the same degree, nonetheless the sound ecclesial
tradition has always demonstrated a love for the study of the “letter”. Here we need but recall the monastic
culture which is the ultimate foundation of European culture; at its root lies a concern for the word. The desire
for God includes love for the word in all its dimensions: “because in the word of the Bible God comes to us and
we to him, we must learn to penetrate the secret of language, to understand it in its structure and its mode of
expression. Thus, because of the search for God, the secular sciences which lead to a greater understanding
of language became important”.[99]

The Church’s living magisterium, which is charged with “giving an authentic interpretation of the word of
God, whether in its written form or in the form of tradition”,[100] intervened in a prudent and balanced way
regarding the correct response to the introduction of new methods of historical analysis. | think in particular
of the Encyclicals Providentissimus Deus of Pope Leo Xlll and Divino Afflante Spiritu of Pope Pius XII. My
venerable predecessor John Paul Il recalled the importance of these documents on the centenary and the
fiftieth anniversary respectively of their promulgation.[101] Pope Leo XlII’s intervention had the merit of
protecting the Catholic interpretation of the Bible from the inroads of rationalism, without, however, seeking
refuge in a spiritual meaning detached from history. Far from shunning scientific criticism, the Church was
wary only of “preconceived opinions that claim to be based on science, but which in reality surreptitiously
cause science to depart from its domain”.[102] Pope Pius XII, on the other hand, was faced with attacks on the
part of those who proposed a so-called mystical exegesis which rejected any form of scientific approach. The
Encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu was careful to avoid any hint of a dichotomy between “scientific exegesis” for
use in apologetics and “spiritual interpretation meant for internal use”; rather it affirmed both the “theological
significance of the literal sense, methodically defined” and the fact that “determining the spiritual sense ...
belongs itself to the realm of exegetical science”.[103] In this way, both documents rejected “a split between
the human and the divine, between scientific research and respect for the faith, between the literal sense and
the spiritual sense”.[104] This balance was subsequently maintained by the 1993 document of the Pontifical
Biblical Commission: “in their work of interpretation, Catholic exegetes must never forget that what they are
interpreting is the word of God. Their common task is not finished when they have simply determined sources,
defined forms or explained literary procedures. They arrive at the true goal of their work only when they have
explained the meaning of the biblical text as God’s word for today”.[105]

The Council’s biblical hermeneutic: a directive to be appropriated

Against this background, one can better appreciate the great principles of interpretation proper to Catholic
exegesis set forth by the Second Vatican Council, especially in the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum: “Seeing
that, in sacred Scripture, God speaks through human beings in human fashion, it follows that the interpreters
of sacred Scripture, if they are to ascertain what God has wished to communicate to us, should carefully
search out the meaning which the sacred writers really had in mind, that meaning which God had thought well
to manifest through the medium of their words”.[106] On the one hand, the Council emphasizes the study of
literary genres and historical context as basic elements for understanding the meaning intended by the sacred
author. On the other hand, since Scripture must be interpreted in the same Spirit in which it was written, the
Dogmatic Constitution indicates three fundamental criteria for an appreciation of the divine dimension of the
Bible: 1) the text must be interpreted with attention to the unity of the whole of Scripture; nowadays this is
called canonical exegesis; 2) account is be taken of the living Tradition of the whole Church; and, finally, 3)
respect must be shown for the analogy of faith. “Only where both methodological levels, the historical-critical
and the theological, are respected, can one speak of a theological exegesis, an exegesis worthy of this book”.
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[107]

The Synod Fathers rightly stated that the positive fruit yielded by the use of modern historical-critical research
is undeniable. While today’s academic exegesis, including that of Catholic scholars, is highly competent in the
field of historical-critical methodology and its latest developments, it must be said that comparable attention
need to be paid to the theological dimension of the biblical texts, so that they can be more deeply understood
in accordance with the three elements indicated by the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum.[108]

The danger of dualism and a secularized hermeneutic

In this regard we should mention the serious risk nowadays of a dualistic approach to sacred Scripture. To
distinguish two levels of approach to the Bible does not in any way mean to separate or oppose them, nor
simply to juxtapose them. They exist only in reciprocity. Unfortunately, a sterile separation sometimes creates
a barrier between exegesis and theology, and this “occurs even at the highest academic levels”.[109] Here |
would mention the most troubling consequences, which are to be avoided.

oFirst and foremost, if the work of exegesis is restricted to the first level alone, Scripture ends up being
a text belonging only to the past: “One can draw moral consequences from it, one can learn history, but
the Book as such speaks only of the past, and exegesis is no longer truly theological, but becomes pure
historiography, history of literature”.[110] Clearly, such a reductive approach can never make it possible
to comprehend the event of God’s revelation through his word, which is handed down to us in the living
Tradition and in Scripture.

eThe lack of a hermeneutic of faith with regard to Scripture entails more than a simple absence; in its place
there inevitably enters another hermeneutic, a positivistic and secularized hermeneutic ultimately based on
the conviction that the Divine does not intervene in human history. According to this hermeneutic, whenever
a divine element seems present, it has to be explained in some other way, reducing everything to the human
element. This leads to interpretations that deny the historicity of the divine elements.[111]

eSuch a position can only prove harmful to the life of the Church, casting doubt over fundamental mysteries
of Christianity and their historicity - as, for example, the institution of the Eucharist and the resurrection of
Christ. A philosophical hermeneutic is thus imposed, one which denies the possibility that the Divine can
enter and be present within history. The adoption of this hermeneutic within theological studies inevitably
introduces a sharp dichotomy between an exegesis limited solely to the first level and a theology tending
towards a spiritualization of the meaning of the Scriptures, one which would fail to respect the historical
character of revelation.

All this is also bound to have a negative impact on the spiritual life and on pastoral activity; “as a consequence
of the absence of the second methodological level, a profound gulf is opened up between scientific exegesis
and lectio divina. This can give rise to a lack of clarity in the preparation of homilies”.[112] It must also be said
that this dichotomy can create confusion and a lack of stability in the intellectual formation of candidates for
ecclesial ministries.[113] In a word, “where exegesis is not theology, Scripture cannot be the soul of theology,
and conversely, where theology is not essentially the interpretation of the Church’s Scripture, such a theology
no longer has a foundation”.[114] Hence we need to take a more careful look at the indications provided by
the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum in this regard.

Faith and reason in the approach to Scripture

| believe that what Pope John Paul Il wrote about this question in his Encyclical Fides et Ratio can lead to a
fuller understanding of exegesis and its relationship to the whole of theology. He stated that we should not
underestimate “the danger inherent in seeking to derive the truth of sacred Scripture from the use of one
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method alone, ignoring the need for a more comprehensive exegesis which enables the exegete, together with
the whole Church, to arrive at the full sense of the texts. Those who devote themselves to the study of sacred
Scripture should always remember that the various hermeneutical approaches have their own philosophical
underpinnings, which need to be carefully evaluated before they are applied to the sacred texts”.[115]

This far-sighted reflection enables us to see how a hermeneutical approach to sacred Scripture inevitably
brings into play the proper relationship between faith and reason. Indeed, the secularized hermeneutic of
sacred Scripture is the product of reason’s attempt structurally to exclude any possibility that God might
enter into our lives and speak to us in human words. Here too, we need to urge a broadening of the scope of
reason.[116] In applying methods of historical analysis, no criteria should be adopted which would rule out
in advance God’s self-disclosure in human history. The unity of the two levels at work in the interpretation
of sacred Scripture presupposes, in a word, the harmony of faith and reason. On the one hand, it calls for a
faith which, by maintaining a proper relationship with right reason, never degenerates into fideism, which

in the case of Scripture would end up in fundamentalism. On the other hand, it calls for a reason which, in
its investigation of the historical elements present in the Bible, is marked by openness and does not reject a
priori anything beyond its own terms of reference. In any case, the religion of the incarnate Logos can hardly
fail to appear profoundly reasonable to anyone who sincerely seeks the truth and the ultimate meaning of his
or her own life and history.

Literal sense and spiritual sense

A significant contribution to the recovery of an adequate scriptural hermeneutic, as the synodal assembly
stated, can also come from renewed attention to the Fathers of the Church and their exegetical approach.
[117] The Church Fathers present a theology that still has great value today because at its heart is the study
of sacred Scripture as a whole. Indeed, the Fathers are primarily and essentially “commentators on sacred
Scripture”.[118] Their example can “teach modern exegetes a truly religious approach to sacred Scripture, and
likewise an interpretation that is constantly attuned to the criterion of communion with the experience of the
Church, which journeys through history under the guidance of the Holy Spirit”.[119]

While obviously lacking the philological and historical resources at the disposal of modern exegesis, the
patristic and mediaeval tradition could recognize the different senses of Scripture, beginning with the literal
sense, namely, “the meaning conveyed by the words of Scripture and discovered by exegesis, following the
rules of sound interpretation”.[120] Saint Thomas of Aquinas, for example, states that “all the senses of
sacred Scripture are based on the literal sense”.[121] It is necessary, however, to remember that in patristic
and medieval times every form of exegesis, including the literal form, was carried out on the basis of faith,
without there necessarily being any distinction between the literal sense and the spiritual sense. One may
mention in this regard the medieval couplet which expresses the relationship between the different senses of
Scripture:

“Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria,

Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.

The letter speaks of deeds; allegory about the faith;

The moral about our actions; anagogy about our destiny”.[122]

Here we can note the unity and interrelation between the literal sense and the spiritual sense, which for its
part is subdivided into three senses which deal with the contents of the faith, with the moral life and with our
eschatological aspiration.

In a word, while acknowledging the validity and necessity, as well as the limits, of the historical-critical
method, we learn from the Fathers that exegesis “is truly faithful to the proper intention of biblical texts when
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it goes not only to the heart of their formulation to find the reality of faith there expressed, but also seeks

to link this reality to the experience of faith in our present world”.[123] Only against this horizon can we
recognize that the word of God is living and addressed to each of us in the here and now of our lives. In this
sense, the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s definition of the spiritual sense, as understood by Christian faith,
remains fully valid: it is “the meaning expressed by the biblical texts when read, under the influence of the
Holy Spirit, in the context of the paschal mystery of Christ and of the new life which flows from it. This context
truly exists. In it the New Testament recognizes the fulfilment of the Scriptures. It is therefore quite acceptable
to re-read the Scriptures in the light of this new context, which is that of life in the Spirit”.[124]

The need to transcend the “letter”

In rediscovering the interplay between the different senses of Scripture it thus becomes essential to grasp the
passage from letter to spirit. This is not an automatic, spontaneous passage; rather, the letter needs to be
transcended: “the word of God can never simply be equated with the letter of the text. To attain to it involves
a progression and a process of understanding guided by the inner movement of the whole corpus, and hence
it also has to become a vital process”.[125] Here we see the reason why an authentic process of interpretation
is never purely an intellectual process but also a lived one, demanding full engagement in the life of the
Church, which is life “according to the Spirit” (Gal 5:16). The criteria set forth in Number 12 of the Dogmatic
Constitution Dei Verbum thus become clearer: this progression cannot take place with regard to an individual
literary fragment unless it is seen in relation to the whole of Scripture. Indeed, the goal to which we are
necessarily progressing is the one Word. There is an inner drama in this process, since the passage that takes
place in the power of the Spirit inevitably engages each person’s freedom. Saint Paul lived this passage to the
full in his own life. In his words: “the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life”

(2 Cor 3:6), he expressed in radical terms the significance of this process of transcending the letter and
coming to understand it only in terms of the whole. Paul discovered that “the Spirit of freedom has a name,
and hence that freedom has an inner criterion: ‘“The Lord is the Spirit and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there
is freedom’ (2 Cor 3:17). The Spirit of freedom is not simply the exegete’s own idea, the exegete’s own vision.
The Spirit is Christ, and Christ is the Lord who shows us the way”.[126] We know that for Saint Augustine

too this passage was at once dramatic and liberating; he came to believe the Scriptures - which at first sight
struck him as so disjointed in themselves and in places so coarse - through the very process of transcending
the letter which he learned from Saint Ambrose in typological interpretation, wherein the entire Old Testament
is a path to Jesus Christ. For Saint Augustine, transcending the literal sense made the letter itself credible, and
enabled him to find at last the answer to his deep inner restlessness and his thirst for truth.[127]

The Bible’s intrinsic unity

In the passage from letter to spirit, we also learn, within the Church’s great tradition, to see the unity of all
Scripture, grounded in the unity of God’s word, which challenges our life and constantly calls us to conversion.
[128] Here the words of Hugh of Saint Victor remain a sure guide: “All divine Scripture is one book, and this
one book is Christ, speaks of Christ and finds its fulfilment in Christ”.[129] Viewed in purely historical or
literary terms, of course, the Bible is not a single book, but a collection of literary texts composed over the
course of a thousand years or more, and its individual books are not easily seen to possess an interior unity;
instead, we see clear inconsistencies between them. This was already the case with the Bible of Israel, which
we Christians call the Old Testament. It is all the more so when, as Christians, we relate the New Testament
and its writings as a kind of hermeneutical key to Israel’s Bible, thus interpreting the latter as a path to Christ.
The New Testament generally does not employ the term “Scripture” (cf. Rom 4:3; 1 Pet 2:6), but rather “the
Scriptures” (cf. Mt 21:43; Jn 5:39; Rom 1:2; 2 Pet 3:16), which nonetheless are seen in their entirety as the
one word of God addressed to us.[130] This makes it clear that the person of Christ gives unity to all the
“Scriptures” in relation to the one “Word”. In this way we can understand the words of Number 12 of the
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Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum, which point to the internal unity of the entire Bible as a decisive criterion
for a correct hermeneutic of faith.

The relationship between the Old and the New Testaments

Against this backdrop of the unity of the Scriptures in Christ, theologians and pastors alike need to be
conscious of the relationship between Old and the New Testaments. First of all, it is evident that the New
Testament itself acknowledges the Old Testament as the word of God and thus accepts the authority of the
sacred Scriptures of the Jewish people.[131] It implicitly acknowledges them by using the same language
and by frequently referring to passages from these Scriptures. It explicitly acknowledges them by citing
many parts of them as a basis for argument. In the New Testament, an argument based on texts from the
Old Testament thus has a definitive quality, superior to that of mere human argumentation. In the Fourth
Gospel, Jesus states that “Scripture cannot be rejected” Jn 10:35) and Saint Paul specifically makes clear
that the Old Testament revelation remains valid for us Christians (cf. Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 10:11).[132] We also
affirm that “Jesus of Nazareth was a Jew and the Holy Land is the motherland of the Church”:[133] the roots
of Christianity are found in the Old Testament, and Christianity continually draws nourishment from these
roots. Consequently, sound Christian doctrine has always resisted all new forms of Marcionism, which tend, in
different ways, to set the Old Testament in opposition to the New.[134]

Moreover, the New Testament itself claims to be consistent with the Old and proclaims that in the mystery of
the life, death and resurrection of Christ the sacred Scriptures of the Jewish people have found their perfect
fulfilment. It must be observed, however, that the concept of the fulfilment of the Scriptures is a complex
one, since it has three dimensions: a basic aspect of continuity with the Old Testament revelation, an aspect
of discontinuity and an aspect of fulfilment and transcendence. The mystery of Christ stands in continuity of
intent with the sacrificial cult of the Old Testament, but it came to pass in a very different way, corresponding
to a number of prophetic statements and thus reaching a perfection never previously obtained. The Old
Testament is itself replete with tensions between its institutional and its prophetic aspects. The paschal
mystery of Christ is in complete conformity - albeit in a way that could not have been anticipated - with the
prophecies and the foreshadowings of the Scriptures; yet it presents clear aspects of discontinuity with regard
to the institutions of the Old Testament.

These considerations show the unique importance of the Old Testament for Christians, while at the same time
bringing out the newness of Christological interpretation. From apostolic times and in her living Tradition,
the Church has stressed the unity of God’s plan in the two Testaments through the use of typology; this
procedure is in no way arbitrary, but is intrinsic to the events related in the sacred text and thus involves

the whole of Scripture. Typology “discerns in God’s works of the Old Covenant prefigurations of what he
accomplished in the fullness of time in the person of his incarnate Son”.[135] Christians, then, read the

Old Testament in the light of Christ crucified and risen. While typological interpretation manifests the
inexhaustible content of the Old Testament from the standpoint of the New, we must not forget that the Old
Testament retains its own inherent value as revelation, as our Lord himself reaffirmed (cf. Mk 12:29-31).
Consequently, “the New Testament has to be read in the light of the Old. Early Christian catechesis made
constant use of the Old Testament (cf. 1 Cor 5:6-8; 1 Cor 10:1-11)".[136] For this reason the Synod Fathers
stated that “the Jewish understanding of the Bible can prove helpful to Christians for their own understanding
and study of the Scriptures”.[137]

“The New Testament is hidden in the Old and the Old is made manifest in the New”,[138] as Saint

Augustine perceptively noted. It is important, therefore, that in both pastoral and academic settings the
close relationship between the two Testaments be clearly brought out, in keeping with the dictum of Saint
Gregory the Great that “what the Old Testament promised, the New Testament made visible; what the former
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announces in a hidden way, the latter openly proclaims as present. Therefore the Old Testament is a prophecy
of the New Testament; and the best commentary on the Old Testament is the New Testament”.[139]

The “dark” passages of the Bible

In discussing the relationship between the Old and the New Testaments, the Synod also considered those
passages in the Bible which, due to the violence and immorality they occasionally contain, prove obscure and
difficult. Here it must be remembered first and foremost that biblical revelation is deeply rooted in history.
God’s plan is manifested progressively and it is accomplished slowly, in successive stages and despite human
resistance. God chose a people and patiently worked to guide and educate them. Revelation is suited to the
cultural and moral level of distant times and thus describes facts and customs, such as cheating and trickery,
and acts of violence and massacre, without explicitly denouncing the immorality of such things. This can be
explained by the historical context, yet it can cause the modern reader to be taken aback, especially if he

or she fails to take account of the many “dark” deeds carried out down the centuries, and also in our own
day. In the Old Testament, the preaching of the prophets vigorously challenged every kind of injustice and
violence, whether collective or individual, and thus became God’s way of training his people in preparation
for the Gospel. So it would be a mistake to neglect those passages of Scripture that strike us as problematic.
Rather, we should be aware that the correct interpretation of these passages requires a degree of expertise,
acquired through a training that interprets the texts in their historical-literary context and within the Christian
perspective which has as its ultimate hermeneutical key “the Gospel and the new commandment of Jesus
Christ brought about in the paschal mystery”.[140] | encourage scholars and pastors to help all the faithful to
approach these passages through an interpretation which enables their meaning to emerge in the light of the
mystery of Christ.

Christians, Jews and the sacred Scriptures

Having considered the close relationship between the New Testament and the Old, we now naturally turn

to the special bond which that relationship has engendered between Christians and Jews, a bond that must
never be overlooked. Pope John Paul I, speaking to Jews, called them “our ‘beloved brothers’ in the faith of
Abraham, our Patriarch”.[141] To acknowledge this fact is in no way to disregard the instances of discontinuity
which the New Testament asserts with regard to the institutions of the Old Testament, much less the
fulfilment of the Scriptures in the mystery of Jesus Christ, acknowledged as Messiah and Son of God. All the
same, this profound and radical difference by no means implies mutual hostility. The example of Saint Paul
(cf. Rom 9-11) shows on the contrary that “an attitude of respect, esteem and love for the Jewish people is
the only truly Christian attitude in the present situation, which is a mysterious part of God’s wholly positive
plan”.[142] Indeed, Saint Paul says of the 