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Editorial

What will the biblical apostolate of the Catholic
Church in the next century look like? That is difficult
to say; however, one may assume that it will gain more
influence and establish a better equilibrium. Thanks
to the impulse of the two encyclical letters
Providentissimus Deus and Divino afflante Spiritu and
especially thanks to the endeavors of all those who
have unwearyingly toiled in the biblical pastoral min-
istry, one can indeed speak of an awakening in this
pastoral domain over the last decades.

One likes to say the Bible should inspire all sectors
of Christian life: catechesis, liturgy, prayer, and
apostolate. That certainly is correct! If, however, the
Bible is used like a reference book then its role is
reduced. Itis high time that the Bible be given arightful
place in the pastoral ministry of the Church. Pope
John Paul Il pointed this out in an address on the
occasion of the anniversaries of the two encyclicals.
That address is reproduced on pages 9-12 of this
issue. Also, on that occasion, the Pontifical Biblical
Commission presented a new document, The Inter-
pretation of the Bible in the Church, which will be
published by the end of this year.

In view of the forthcoming European bishops’ sym-
posium on the biblical pastoral ministry, the Federa-
tion members of Southern-Europe subregion have
prepared a document, "Orientations for the Biblical
Pastoral Ministry at the End of the 20th Century",
which s likewise made available in this issue (pages 4-
8 and 13-17). It may offer suggestions and new ideas
to one or the other.

Since the last plenary assembly of the Federation in
Bogota, the importance of Bible Sunday, Bible Week,
Bible Month, or Bible Year for the biblical pastoral
ministry has been called to mind once again. The year
1992 was declared "Year with the Bible" by Catholic
and Protestant Churches in Germany and Austria. As
a result, the Christian Churches have organized and
implemented numerous activities. Two responsible
leaders of the Catholic Church have gratefully rec-
ognized the impressive impact of Bible Year (pages
18-20). Their positive evaluation is an encouragement
to make better use of that means.

Marc SEVIN
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The present document is the result of a long
reflection on biblical pastoral ministry; the document
can be of interest to present briefly the most
important stages of the ministry's development:

1) discussions ofthe Southern European subregion
of the Catholic Biblical Federation in Milan in 1991
and in Malta in 1992;

2) a first draft in December 1992;

3) reactions of the members of the Southern
European subregion;

4) discussions by a task group in Luxembourg in
February 1993;

5) a provisionally "final" draft which took into
account reflections of the Central European
subregion.

This document constitutes one of the preparatory
elements for the meeting of the European bishops
on biblical pastoral ministry.

§ 1. Biblical Pastoral Ministry and
the Church’s Global Mission

§ 1.1 Pastoral ministry and the mission of the Church

"I have come that men and women might have life and
that they might have it in abundance" (cf. Jn 10:10). It is
within this basic movement in which we might situate the
Church’s pastoral task of helping men and women to live
truly as Christians in today’s world. In particular, pastoral
activity tries to respond to the fundamental needs of
Christians and of Christian communities. Both attempt
to exercise responsibly their threefold mission of an-
nouncing the faith, celebrating God’s presence and
serving those in need within the continually changing
society of the 20th century.

The Church’s activity cannot limit itself to Christian
communities; in accordance with the calling of the Lord,
the Church must open itself to the world in order to
receive truly the Good News of the coming of the
Kingdom of God by sharing it with all men and women.

The Catholic Church is not to be identified purely and
simply with God’s Kingdom, nor does the Church pos-
sess the Kingdom. The Kingdom surpasses the Church’s
boundaries and, like the risen Lord, precedes it towards
the Galilee of the nations (cf. Mk 16:7). The Church is
called to be the servant of the Kingdom’s Good News by
working together in the promotion of humankind and by
testifying to the love of God for humankind through
Jesus Christ. This is and has been for the past few years,
in brief, the general concern of the discussion on evan-
gelization."

§ 1.2 "Biblical pastoral ministry" or "biblical animation of
the Church’s pastoral ministry?"

It is within this context that a discussion of "biblical
apostolate" or "biblical pastoral ministry" might take
place.? Emphasis is placed first on efforts to make the
Holy Scriptures better known - through the distribution
of Bibles, and through the organization of courses or
conferences on biblical subjects. In this regard, one may
say that biblical pastoral ministry concerns one aspect of
the Church’s life, namely its founding texts.

Biblical pastoral ministry, however, is not considered
to be concerned with only one particular sector of the life
of the Church; indeed, the reference to the biblical text
and to its Good News must be the foundation of the
entire pastoral and missionary activity of the Church.
Moreover, in its quality of witness to God’s presence in
the life of the faithful communities of the first and second
covenant, the Bible is, with the living tradition of the
Church, especially a word which is spoken to us today
and not only a word which was spoken in the past. This
word can help us to be healed and freed from the forces
which enslave us, to read the signs of the times, and to
find our way in this world.

In this regard, it might be better to speak of "biblical
animation" of the entire pastoral and missionary activity
of the Church. We must assure that the biblical message
in its full depth is one of the fundamental references in
our search for the Word of God for our Christian commu-
nity and for our contemporary world, or, in other words,
that this message animates and inspires our Christian
involvement in everything we attempt to live.

Biblical animation cannot be appeasing with the rep-
etition of biblical history and biblical stories, nor with the
propagation of a biblical language; it must enable God’s
word to come into contact with the men and women of
our time, with their joys and pains, with their hopes and
sadness. Within this vision of biblical pastoral ministry,
it is clear that Christian communities cannot be simple
"consumers" of the Word prepared and served by a
group of experts; on the contrary, these communities, in
communion with the universal Church, bear the primary
responsibility for the hearing of the Word and for its
contact with the concrete life of the world today, in all of
its complexity. It is only in this confrontation between
biblical message and real life that the Word of God can
rise up in and for our world.
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§ 2. The Reading of the Bible in our Contemporary
World: An Analysis of the Present Situation

§ 2.1 The Bible in European society at the end of the 20th
century

For many people - even for some Christians - the Bible
has no relation to daily life, and this is so for several
reasons:

- Our modern civilization bears no resemblance to the
biblical world.

- Biblical language is often incomprehensible and
irrelevant to men and women of the 20th century.

- Our society with its scientific discoveries has no
longer a need for God to explain the creation of the
universe, natural phenomena, the origin of sicknesses
and their healing, etc. Many see neither the necessity
nor the usefulness of a detour by way of these 2,000
year old texts in search of answers fortoday’s problems;
physics, medicine, psychology, even though subject
to their own limitations, respond more directly and
more effectively to contemporary problems.

- A certain secular mentality of the 20th century is very
critical with regard to all forms of ecclesiastical
discourse; the Church seems to contribute little in the
search of real solutions to the actual major political,
economic, environmental ... challenges and seems
incapable of accomplishing within its own structures
the principles of justice, human dignity, etc. which it
constantly prescribes for the secular world. Dissatisfied
with this religious discourse, many of our
contemporaries turn to new forms of religion which
seek the source of well-being in human or natural
energies and wisdoms.

- Confronted with the obvious complexity of 20th
century life, people in search of meaning are prey to
two contradictory tendencies: on the one hand, faced
with cultural fragmentation, they distrust all “totalitarian”
systems which pretend to explainlife in all its facets (cf.
the efforts of a "Biblicism" in certain groups, which
pretends to find in the Bible answers to all questions);
on the other hand, faced with the difficulty of finding
one’s way in such acomplex society, they renounceall
personal responsibility and hand themselves over to a
group or a person who makes all decisions in their
stead.

- Within this context, the phenomenon of sects and
new religious movements must be mentioned. Faced
with the complexity and fragmentation of modern life,
sects and movements offer systems of individual and
collective meaning, a way of salvation, communities of
a human dimension, a collective memory, and
genealogy.®

And the list could go on.

If we ignore these facts, if we condemn purely and
simply the contributions of the “secularized" society or,
at the other extreme, idealize them uncritically, if we
affirm obstinately that the relevance of the Bible is

evident and universal without entering into a real dia-
logue with the contemporary world, then we predestine
biblical pastoral ministry to failure.

§ 2.2 The reading of the Bible in the Church after
Vatican |l

§ 2.21 The present situation of reading the Bible in the
Catholic Church seems profoundly influenced by several
factors:

1) For several centuries, following its reaction at the end
of the 16th century to different orientations of the
Reformation, the Catholic Church practically refused to
allow the "faithful" direct contact to the Bible; their
access to the Scriptures was only permitted via an
authorized interpretation and an accredited interpreter.*
Progressively, the clergy as well as the faithful developed
a distrust with regard to the Bible as such. They also
developed serious reservations with regard to the
Catholics’ potential to read and understand the biblical
texts and discover in community the Word of God in their
life.

2) While the Protestant Churches recognized the
importance of the “scientific" study of Sacred Scripture
as early as the 18th century, Catholic historical-critical
exegesis acquired its credentials only after passing
through the painful modernist crisis and receiving the
support of the popes Leo Xlll (Providentissimus Deus)
and Pius Xl (Divino afflante Spiritu) as well as of Vatican
Il (Dei Verbum). The privileged position which historical-
critical exegesis has come to enjoy in the meantime is
presently questioned under a twofold heading:

a) The results of the historical method - the discovery
of multiple forms of Christian faith and commitment
among the diverse primitive Christian communities, for
example - shows the relative character of formulations
which become too absolute, too monalithic, and which
lead, in consequence, to a certain disorientation of
those who are looking for certitudes and absolute
truths. It is easy to understand how this exegesis is
accused of reductionism, destructive for the faith, not
only by the "simple faithful”, but also by certainmembers
of the clergy and of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Some
affirm that historical-critical exegesis, rather than
assistingin the search for authentic religious experience,
constitutes a real obstacle to the fulfilling of this
authentic human desire.

b) Sometimes historical-critical exegesis seems to
consider itself to be the sole valid interpreter of the
Scriptures, refusing to recognize its own limits and to
dialogue with other approaches to the biblical text,
better able to permit the contact between the biblical
message and the contemporary world.

§ 2.22 Since the Second Vatican Council, a movement
of biblical renewal has touched several areas of Church
life. Following up on the directives of the constitution on
theliturgy according to which "the treasures of the Bible
are to be opened up more lavishly, so that the richer fare
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may be provided for the faithful at the table of God’s
Word" by reading in a limited period the most important
part of the Sacred Scriptures (SC 51), the reform of the
lectionary has indeed multiplied the biblical texts read
during the Eucharist. On the one hand, this broader
access to the Scriptures has awakened the desire of
many, on an indi-vidual basis or in groups, to deepen
their contact with biblical texts, a process which is
difficult within the pre-sent structures of the Eucharistic
liturgy. On the other hand, the multiplication of readings
served at the table of the Word, without the possibility of
sufficient "digestion" within the liturgy, has often led to
such a chronic "indigestion" that many are no longer
motivated to listen to these texts. Some other problems
related to the choice and order of the biblical texts in the
lectionary may be cited: a "functionalization" of the Old
Testament readings, chosen because of their thematic
relation to the Gospel pericopes, without regard to their
internal dynamic; the sometimes very arbitrary
delimitation of certain texts; an insufficient number of
texts, for example, that illustrate the roles of women in
salvation history. In addition, the difficulties of two types
of preachers have not yet been sufficiently taken into
account: onthe one hand, those who attempt to integrate
thefindings of criti-cal exegesis into their homilies without
giving biblical classes, and on the other hand, those who
try to present the relationship between Scripture and life
without moralizing

§ 2.23 Catechesis and religion classes have benefited
from an important effort to integrate biblical texts and
elements of the biblical message into their formation
plan. There as well, biblical saturation is sometimes
experienced, especially when in these two areas the
formation stops at the level of biblical knowledge without
undertaking a reflection on today’s life.

§ 2.24 The biblical renewal has taken its most dynamic
form in the muitiplication of small Christian groups which
meet more or less regularly to study biblical texts and/or
to think about their Christian involvement in the world in
light of the biblical message. These groups vary greatly
in their sociological composition; they reflect extremely
rich life experiences and spiritualities, and they make use
of Bible reading methods more or less adapted to their
concrete situation.®

§ 2.25 The past few years have also seen the creation or
development of biblical pastoral centers on national and
international levels. In addition to the national biblical
pastoral centers in Europe - Austria: Osterreichisches
Katholisches Bibelwerk (Klosterneuburg), Flemish
speaking Belgium: Vlaamse Bijbelstichting (Leuven),
Croatia: Institut za bilijski pastoral (Zagreb), France:
Service biblique "Evangile et Vie" (Paris), Germany:.
Katholisches Bibelwerk Deutschiand (Stuttgart), Hungary:
Heiliger Hieronymus Bibelverein (Budapest),
Luxembourg: Service Biblique Diocésain (Luxembourg),
Maita: The Malta Bible Society (Floriana), Netherlands:
Katholieke Bijbelstichting (s’Hertogenbosch), Portugal:
Secretariado Nacional de Dinamizagédo (Fatima), Spain:
La Casa de la Biblia (Madrid), Switzerland: German

speaking: Schweizerisches Katholisches Bibelwerk, with
its Bibelpastorale Arbeitsstelle (Zirich), and French
speaking: Centre Catholique Romand de Formation
Permanente - must be added the national associations
of biblical scholars which have been entrusted with a
biblical pastoral responsibility: England: Catholic Biblical
Association (Birmingham), and /taly: Associazione Biblica
ltaliana (Roma). internationally, the Catholic Biblical
Federation (Stuttgart) has been working, since its
foundation in 1969, to promote biblical pastoral ministry
and to coordinate the activities of the national centers.

§ 3. Biblical Orientations for Evangelization
and the Reading of the Scriptures

Faced with this situation, with its challenges and dead
ends, but also with the elements of renewal in the society
as well as in the Church, it can be of help to return to the
biblical sources themselves in order to elaborate im-
portant orientations for biblical pastoral ministry at the
end of the 20th century. Two directions of research have
been chosen: announcing the Good News or evangeli-
zation, on the one hand, reading the Scriptures, on the
other.

§ 3.1 Evangelization in the synoptic Gospels, especially
in Luke

Biblical pastoral ministry can only be adequately de-
fined when situated within the more general effort of
evangelization. In this regard, the Gospels themselves
provide us with important indications. In Mark’s Gospel,
evangelization is characterized by two essential elements:
the call to conversion on the one hand and exorcisms
and healings on the other:

So they went out and proclaimed that all should repent.
They cast out many demons, and anointed with oil
many who were sick and cured them. (Mk 6:12-13)

Inthe Gospel of Matthew, the mission of the community
of disciples comprises two aspects: the healing procla-
mation of the coming of the Kingdom,

As you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of
heaven has come near.’ Cure the sick, raise the dead,
cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. You received
without payment; give without payment. (Mt 10:7-8)

and the invitation addressed to all men and women to
become disciples of Jesus,

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything
that | have commanded you. (Mt 28:19-20)

It is Luke’s Gospel which develops most broadly the
movement and the terminology of "evangelization”.
Jesus’ mission is understood in Lk 4:17-21 with the help
of Is 61:1 and 58:6:

The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was
written: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he
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has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He
has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go
free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor." And he
rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and
sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed
on him. Then he began to say to them, "Today this
scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."

and confirmed in Lk 7:18-23:

The disciples of John reported all these things to him.
So John summoned two of his disciples and sent them
to the Lord to ask, "Are you the one who is to come, or
are we to wait for another?" When the men had come
to him, they said, "John the Baptist has sent us to you
to ask, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to
wait for another?’" Jesus had just then cured many
people of diseases, plagues, and evil spirits, and had
given sight to many who were blind. And he answered
them, "Go and tell John what you have seen and heard:
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers
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(Acts 8:26-40), Paul's conversion on the road to Damascus
(Acts 9:1-19) and Peter's encounter with Cornelius between
Caesarea and Joppa (Acts 10:1-48).

§ 3.12 Evangelization which takes place "on the way" is
itself a process during which several stages may be
recognized.®

§ 3.121 The healing of the sick and the liberation from
demons are battles which Jesus fights against physical
sickness and against the mechanisms of possession and
social rejection within the Jewish society of the time.

Luke underlines the similarities between the healing of
sickness and the liberation from demons. In this way, the
healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (4:38-39) is presented as an
exorcism. In the world view of Luke and of his time, sickness,
demons and natural forces are all powers which imprison
people, which prohibit the full realization of their life. Healing
of sickness and liberation from the enslavement by demons
constitute for Luke - and for Jesus - the difficult confrontation
with those powers which do not allow people to realize their
true calling. Itis in this way that the first necessary stage of
evangelization in Luke may be characterized.

are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the

poor have good news brought to them. And blessedis | $§3-122 Sometimes - but not always - men and women
anyone who takes no offense at me." who have been healed recognize in their healing the

presence of God’s action and they react by “praising
This mission of healing and liberation is confided to the God".

Twelve in Lk 9:1-2: - In the narrative of the healing of the man possessed by a

Then Jesus called the twelve together and gave them demon in Gerasa (8:26-39), the man asks to stay with Jesus,
power and authority over all demons and to cure but Jesus sends him away, saying: "Return to your home,

. . . and declare how much God has done for you.” So he went
diseases, and he sent themout to proclaim the kingdom away, proclaiming throughout the city how much Jesus had

of God and to heal. done for him (8:39).
and to the disciples in Lk 10:9: - Inthe healing of the ten lepers (17:11-19), all are healed, but
. only one returns, recognizing in his healing God’s action:
Cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The “Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, tumed
kingdom of God has come near to you.’ back, praising God with a loud voice. He prostrated himself
o at Jesus’ feet and thanked him." Jesus commented: "Was
Thus, Luke understands evangelization first of all as none of them found to return and give praise to God except
healing and liberation of those rejected by society; in a this foreigner?”
sgcond step, the significance of these ac}s Isgiven: “The - The blind man healed in Jericho responds by following
kingdom of God has come near to you. Jesus and by giving glory to God. Then, everyone seeing
On the basis of this observation and following the what had happened gave praise to God (18:43).
inspiration especially of Luke, we will attempt to formulate We could multiply the texts in Luke for whom "giving glory to
certain of the most important orientations for evangeli- God" is a first reaction of men and women to God’s action in
zation and in particular for biblical pastoral ministry. their favor: this is what the angels sing in 2:14 and what the

crowd acclaims in 19:38.

§ 3.11 Evangelization takes place in contact with people

who are “on the way". Evangelization may, after a first stage of liberation,

allow those healed to open themselves to the presence
In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke designates Christianity as of a God who desires their well-being. In this regard,
“the Way" (Acts 19:9,23; 22:4; 24:14,22). This intention is nonetheless, Jesus recognizes as well the active and
omnipresent in both parts of his work. We have only to read free participation of each person in his or her healing:
the important voyage narrative during which Jesus initiates "Your faith has saved you" (7:50; 8:48; 17:19; 18:42; cf.
his disciples in their mission while progressing on his own also 8:50; in the negative in 8:12). According to Luke,
way to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51-19:28). Moreover, we find many faith intervenes in the "physical’ healing of people; but

texts in which Jesus and his disciples, "on the way", respond . -
to the needs of those whom they encounter: the parable of thishealing canalso allow themtostand up, towalk erect

the good Samaritan on the road between Jerusalem and as free persons, responsible and active in their destiny,
Jericho (Lk 10:25-37), the healing of the leper on the road who open themselves to others, and perhaps to the
between Galilee and Samaria on the way to Jerusalem (Lk Other.

17:11-19), Jesus’ encounter with two of his disciples on the ] )
road to Emmaus (Lk 24:13-35), the encounter between Philip § 3.123 Listening to the teaching of Jesus and the
and the Ethiopian on the road between Jerusalem and Gaza consequent change in one’s life (conversion) as well as a
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renewed appropriate way of living, constitute a further
stage in evangelization.

The narrative of Mary and Martha (Lk 10:38-42) is a typical
example. Martha is so preoccupied with the table service
(diakonia) that she neglects an even more essential element
in the development of faith, listening to Jesus’ words. Jesus
wants to free her from this servility which ties her exclusively
toawork whichremains nonethelessimportant. The narrative
does not invite us to dissociate the two functions nor to
attribute them to distinct persons (kitchen work for Martha,
the realm of faith for Mary); rather we should view the two
women as two aspects of the human person, two aspects of
the Christian community, both of which must certainly be
assumed, but in a way which allows the growth of free, aduit
faith. Listening to Jesus’ words does indeed bring with it a
transformation of one’s way of living.

Listening to Jesus and welcoming him and his message
awaken in Zacchaeus a movement of conversion in therealm
of human solidarity: “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, |
will give to the poor; and if | have defrauded anyone of
anything, | will pay back four times as much." Jesus answers:
"Today salvation has cometo thishouse ..." (Lk 19:8-9). Luke
insists incessantly that becoming a Christian, being
evangelized, brings necessarily the sharing of one’s
possessions in function of the needs of each person (cf. the
parable of the rich man and Lazarus in 16:19-31; the ruler
who cannot bring himself to give up his riches and the
teaching on riches in 18,18-30; the sharing of one’s
possessions within the group of the disciples in 8:3 and with-
in the Christian communities in Acts 2:42-47; and 4:32-35).7

§ 3.124 It is also possible to respond to Jesus' word by
following him, sharing his way, as did those women and
men who joined their fate to his on the road from Galilee
to Jerusalem. In this way, one might join the community
of the disciples of Jesus, and share their life in all its
aspects: sharing of possessions, common prayer, and
the breaking of the bread (cf. Acts 2:42-47).

§ 3.125 Those whojoin the Christian community mightin
turn become witnesses of God's kingdom themselves, and
participate in the healing of concrete human beings and
perhaps even open up the horizons of these men and
women to God’s presence in their lives (Lk 9 and 10).

§ 3.2 Reading the Scriptures in the New Testament :
Models for evangelization

Our analysis of the actual situation of Bible reading has
called our attention to the existence of Christian groups
who look to the Scriptures for orientation for their lives,
which contributes effectively to their own evangelization.
This phenomenon occurs frequently within Luke’s two
volume work.

Within the context of the Scripture reading in the
synagogue, Jesus commits himself to announce the
liberating Good News which hediscovered andisrevealed
in certain passages of the book of Isaiah (Lk 4:17-21).

Difficulties in understanding Is 53 provoke the Ethio-
pian eunuch to seek someone to help him. When Philip
announces the Good News of Jesus to him, he expresses
his desire to join the Christian community and to be
baptized (Acts 8:26-40).

While praying together, the community of Jerusalem
comes to understand its own situation, with the help of
Psalm 2, as the continuation of the hostilities undergone
by Jesus. In this way, the community receives renewed
courage in the midst of a menacing world (Acts 4:23-31).

In the Emmaus narrative, Jesus joins two disciples on
the road and encourages them to speak freely of their
desires and deceptions. It is in the opening of the Law
and the Prophets and in the breaking of the bread that he
helps them to understand the events which have upset
their lives (Lk 24:13-35).

Luke allows us a glance into the life of the Church of his
time. These four passages - the first two (Lk 4; Acts 8)
proceeding from the biblical text towards a commitment
in life, the third and fourth (Acts 4; Lk 24) proceeding from
a situation in life, searching the text for assistance and
returning to a commitment in life - show the importance
of this back-and-forth movement of the Christian com-
munity between the biblical text and everyday life in
order to discover God’s Word for one’s own life. It is
within this ever-to-be-renewed dialectical movement in
which the community experiences the living presence of
Jesus in its midst.

§ 4. Basic Orientations for Biblical Pastoral Ministry

In line with the preceding reflections, it is now possible
to propose several basic orientations for biblical pastoral
ministry at the close of the 20th century.

§ 4.1 The twofold historical situation of the biblical text
In his apostolic exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi (§ 4), Pope
Paul VIl insisted upon a double faithfulness essential to
the process of evangelization: faithfulnesstothe message
of the Good News and faithfulness to those to whom this
Good News is addressed. In the same way, biblical
pastoral ministry must take into account the roots which
the biblical word has or takes in two distinct historical
situations.

§ 4.11 First of all, the Bible must be understood as a
word pronounced in a particular cultural and historical
situation: the ancient Near East of the first millenium
before Christ for the Old Testament and the Hellenistic
and Roman world of the first century after Christ for the
New Testament. The biblical writings have developed
within the context of the Jewish people and of early
Christianity and have attempted to formulate the Word of
God for concrete communities.

An in-depth confrontation with this word which origi-
nated in another civilization presupposes an effort to
know precisely the original meaning and, to a certain
degree, the circumstances of the text’s composition, as
well as its social function. As Pope John Paul Il said,
"Attention must be given to the literary forms of the
various biblical books in order to determine the intention
of the sacred writers. And it is most helpful, at times
crucial, to be aware of the personal situation of the
biblical writer, to (sic!) the circumstances of culture, time,

language and so forth which influenced the way the
(cont. on pg. 13)
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Bible Experts must be Guided by the Spirit

Solemn assembly marks anniversaries of Encyclicals on interpretation of Scripture

The 100th anniversary of Leo XllI’s Encyclical
Providentissimus Deus and the 50th anniversary of Pius
XlII’s Encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu were celebrated by
Pope John Paul Il at a special gathering of the Pontifical
Biblical Commission, the Diplomatic Corps accredited to
the Holy See and professors of the Pontifical Biblical
Institute in Rome. The Commission, led by its President,
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, presented the Holy Father
with a copy of its comprehensive study entitled,
L interprétation de la Bible dans I'Eglise.

The Holy Father then spoke at length on the great
encouragement these two Encyclicals gave to Catholic
biblical studies, as he thanked the Commission for its
recent study to be published in a few months and for all
the work it has accomplished since its establishment in
1902. The Pope also addressed several important issues
in current biblical research, particularly that of
inculturation, "In order for the Bible to have a profound
effect, there must be inculturation according to the
genius proper to each people." Here is a translation of
the Holy Father’s address, which was given in French.

1. | wholeheartedly thank Cardinal Ratzinger for the
sentiments he expressed a few moments ago in presenting
the document prepared by the Pontifical Biblical Commission
on the interpretation of the Bible in the Church. | joyfully
accept thisdocument, the fruit of a collegial work undertaken
on Your Eminence’s initiative, and perseveringly continued
over several years. It responds to a heartfelt concern of
mine, for the interpretation of Sacred Scripture is of capital
importance for the Christian faith and the Church’s life. As
the Council well reminded us. "In the sacred books the
Father whois in heaven comes lovingly to meet his children,
and talks with them. And such is the force and power of the
word of God that it can serve the Church as her supportand
vigor, and the children of the Church as strength for their
faith, food for the soul, and a pure and lasting source of
spiritual life" (Dei Verbum, n. 21). For men and women today
the manner in which biblical texts are interpreted has
immediate consequences for their personaland community
relationship with God, and it is also closely connected with
the Church’s mission. A vital problem is at issue and
deserves all your attention.

2. Your work is finishing at a very opportune moment, for it
provides me with the opportunity to celebrate with you two
richly significantanniversaries: the centenary of the encyclical
Providentissimus Deus, and the 50th anniversary of the
encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu, both concerned with biblical
questions. On 18 November, 1893, Pope Leo Xlll, very
attentive to intellectual problems, published his encyclical
on scriptural studies with the goal "of encouraging and
recommending them" as well as "orienting them in a way
that better corresponds to the needs of the time* (Enchiridion
Biblicum, n. 82). Fifty years later, Pope Pius Xl gave
Catholic exegetes furtherencouragement and new directives

in his encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu. Meanwhile, the papal
Magisterium showed its constant concern for scriptural
problems through numerous interventions. In 1902, Leo XIlI
established the Biblical Commission; in 1909, Pius X founded
the Biblical Institute. In 1920, Benedict XV celebrated the
1500th anniversary of St Jerome’s death with an encyclical
on the interpretation of the Bible. The strong impetus thus
given to biblical studies was fully confirmed at the Second
Vatican Council so that the whole Church benefited fromit.
The Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum explains the work of
Catholic exegetes and invites pastors and the faithful to
take greater nourishment from the word of God contained
in the Scriptures.

Today | want to highlight some aspects of the teaching of
these two encyclicals and the permanent validity of their
orientation through changing circumstances, in order to
profit more from their contribution.

|. From Providentissimus Deus to Divino afflante Spiritu

3. First, one notes an important difference in these two
documents, namely, the polemical, or to be more exact, the
apologetic part of the two encyclicals. In fact, both appear
concerned to answer attacks on the Catholic interpretation
of the Bible, but these attacks did not follow the same
direction. On the one hand, Providentissimus Deus wanted
especially to protect Catholic interpretation of the Bible
from the attacks of rationalistic science; on the other hand,
Divino afflante Spiritu was primarily concerned with defend-
ing Catholic interpretation from attacks that opposed the
use of science by exegetes and that wanted to impose a
non-scientific, so-called "spiritual” interpretation of Sacred
Scripture.

This radical change of perspective was obviously due to
the circumstances. Providentissimus Deus appeared in a
period marked by vicious polemics against the Church’s
faith. Liberal exegesis gave important support to these
polemics, for it made use of all the scientific resources, from
textual criticism to geology, including philology, literary
criticism, history of religions, archaeology, and other disci-
plines besides. On the other hand, Divino afflante Spiritu
was published shortly after an entirely different polemic
arose, particularly in Italy, against the scientific study of the
Bible. An anonymous pamphlet was widely circulated to
warn against what it described as "a very serious danger for
the Church and souls: the critico-scientific system in the
study and interpretation of Sacred Scripture, its disastrous
deviations and aberrations".

4.In both cases the reaction of the Magisterium was
significant, forinstead of giving a purely defensive response,
it went to the heart of the problem and thus showed (let us
note this at once) the Church’s faith in the mystery of the
incarnation.

Against the offensive of liberal exegesis, which presented
its allegations as conclusions based on the achievements
of science, one could have reacted by anathematizing the
use of science in biblical interpretation and ordering Catho-
lic exegetes to hold to a "spiritual" explanation of the texts.
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Providentissimus Deus did not take this route. On the
contrary, the encyclical earnestly invites Catholic exegetes
to acquire genuine scientific expertise so they may surpass
their adversaries in their own field. "The first means of
defense", it said, "is found in studying the ancient languages
of the East as well as the practice of scientific criticism" (EB
n. 118). The Church is not afraid of scientific criticism. She
distrusts only preconceived opinions that claim to be based
onscience, but whichinreality surreptitiously cause science
to depart from its domain.

Fifty years later, in Divino afflante Spiritu Pope Pius Xl
could note the fruitfulness of the directives given by
Providentissimus Deus: "Due to a better knowledge of the
biblical languages and of everything regarding the East, ...
agood number of the questions raised at the time of Leo XIII
against the authenticity, antiquity, integrity, and historical
value of the Sacred Books... have now been sorted out and
resolved" (EB, n. 546). The work of Catholic exegetes "who
correctly use the intellectual weapons employed by their
adversaries" (n. 562) has borne its fruit. It is for this very
reason that Divino afflante Spiritu seems less concerned
than Providentissimus Deus to fight against the positions of
rationalistic exegesis.

5. However, it became necessary to respond to attacks
coming from the supporters of aso-called "mystical" exege-
sis (n. 552), who sought to have the Magisterium condemn
the efforts of scientific exegesis. How did the encyclical
respond? It could have limited itself to stressing the useful-
ness and even the necessity of these efforts for defending
the faith, which would have favored a kind of dichotomy be-
tween scientific exegesis, intended for external use, and
spiritual interpretation, reserved for internal use. In Divino
afflante Spiritu, Pius XlI deliberately avoided this approach.
On the contrary, he vindicated the close unity of the two
methods, on the one hand emphasizing the "theological"
significance of the literal sense, methodically defined (EB, n.
251), and on the other, asserting that, to be recognized as
the sense of a biblical text, the spiritual sense must offer
proof of its authenticity. A merely subjective inspiration is
insufficient. One must be able to show that it is a sense
"willed by God himself", a spiritual meaning "given by God"
totheinspired text (EB, nn.552-553). Determining the spiritual
sense then, belongs to the realm of exegetical science.

Thus we note that, despite the great difference in the
difficulties they had to face, the two encyclicals are in
complete agreement at deepest level. Both of them reject a
split between the human and the divine, between scientific
research and respect for the faith, between the literal sense
and the spiritual sense. They thus appear to be in perfect
harmony with the mystery of the incarnation.

Il. The harmony between Catholic exegesis
and the mystery of the incarnation

6. The strict relationship uniting the inspired biblical texts
with the mystery of the incarnation was expressed by the
encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu in the following terms: "Just
as the substantial Word of God became like men in every
respect except sin, so too the words of God, expressed in
human languages, became like human language in every
respect except error" (EB, n. 559). Repeated almost literally
by the conciliar Constitution Dei Verbum (n. 13), this statement
sheds light on a parallelism rich in meaning.

Itis true that putting God’s words into writing, through the
charism of scriptural inspiration, was the first step towards
the incarnation of the Word of God. These written words, in
fact, were an abiding means of communication and com-
munion between the chosen people and their one Lord. On
the other hand, it is because of the prophetic aspect of
these words that it was possible to recognize the fulfillment
of God’s plan when "the Word became flesh and made his
dwelling among us" (Jn 1:14). After the heavenly glorifica-
tion of the humanity of the Word made flesh, it is again due
to written words that his stay among us is attested to in an
abiding way. Joined to the inspired writings of the first
covenant, the inspired writings of the new covenant are a
verifiable means of communication and communion be-
tween the believing people and God, the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. This mean, certainly can never be separated
from the stream of spiritual life that flows from the Heart of
Jesus crucified and which spreads through the Church’s
sacraments. Itis nevertheless its own consistency precisely
as a written text which verifies it.

7. Consequently, the two encyclicals require that Catholic
exegetes remain in full harmony with the mystery of the
incarnation, a mystery of the union of the divine and the
human in a determinate historical life. The earthly life of
Jesus is not defined only by the places and dates at the
beginning of the first century in Judea and Galilee, but also
by his deep roots in the long history of a small nation of the
ancient Middle East, with its weaknesses and its greatness,
with its men of God and its sinners, with its slow cultural
evolution and its political misadventures, with its defeats
and its victories, with its longing for peace and the Reign of
God. The Church of Christ takes the realism of the incarnation
seriously, and this is why she attaches great importance to
the "historico-critical" study of the Bible. Far from condemn-
ing it, as those who support "mystical" exegesis would
want, my Predecessors vigorously approved. "Atrtis criticae
disciplinam", Leo XllIl wrote, "quippe percipiendae penitus
hagiographorum sententiae perutilem, Nobis vehementer
probantibus, nostri (exegetae, scilicet, catholici) excolant"
(Apostolic Letter Vigilantiae, establishing the Biblical
Commission, 30 October 1902, EB, n. 142). The same
"vehemence" in the approval and the same adverb
("vehementer") are found in Divino afflante Spiritu regarding
research in textual criticism (cf. EB, n. 548).

8. Divino afflante Spiritu, we know, particularly recommended
that exegetes study the literary genres used in the Sacred
Books, going so far as to say that Catholic exegesis must
"be convinced that this part of its task cannot be neglected
without serious harm to Catholic exegesis" (EB, n. 560). This
recommendation starts from the concern to understand the
meaning of the texts with all the accuracy and precision
possible and, thus, in their historical, cultural context. A
false idea of God and the incarnation presses a certain
number of Christians to take the opposite approach. They
tend to believe that, since God is the absolute Being, each
of his words has an absolute value, independent of all the
conditions of human language. Thus, according to them,
there is no room for studying these conditions in order to
make distinctions that would relativize the significance of
the words. However, that is where the illusion occurs and
the mysteries of scriptural inspiration and the incarnation
are really rejected, by clinging to a false notion of the
Absolute. The God of the Bible is not an absolute Being
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who, crushing everything he touches, would suppress all
differences and all nuances. On the contrary, he is God the
Creator, who created the astonishing variety of beings
"each according to its kind", as the Genesis account says
repeatedly (Gn 1). Far from destroying differences, God
respects them and makes use of them (cf.1 Cor 12:18, 24,
28). Although he expresses himself in human language, he
does not give each expression a uniform value, but uses its
possible nuances with extreme flexibility and likewise
accepts its limitations. That is what makes the task of
exegetes so complex, so necessary and so fascinating!
None of the human aspects of language can be neglected.
Therecent progressin linguistic, literary, and hermeneutical
research have led biblical exegesis to add many other
points of view (rhetorical, narrative, structuralist) to the
study of literary genres; other human sciences, such as
psychology and sociology, have likewise been employed.
To all this one can apply the charge which Leo XIlIl gave the
members of the Biblical Commission: "Let them consider
nothing that the diligent research of modern scholars will
have newly found as foreign to their realm; quite the contrary,
let them be alert to adopt without delay anything useful that
each period brings to biblical exegesis" (Vigilantiae, EB, n.
140). Studying the human circumstances of the word of
God should be pursued with ever renewed interest.

9. Nevertheless, this study is notenough. In order to respect
the coherence of the Church’s faith and of scriptural
inspiration, Catholic exegesis must be careful not to limit
itself to the human aspects of the biblical texts. First and
foremost, it must help the Christian people to perceive more
clearly the word of God in these texts so that they can better
accept them in order to live in full communion with God. To
this end it is obviously necessary that the exegete himself
perceive the divine word in the texts. He can do this only if
his intellectual work is sustained by a vigorous spiritual life.
Without this support, exegetical research remains
incomplete; itloses sight of its main purpose and is confined
to secondary tasks. It can even become a sort of escape.
Scientific study of the merely human aspects of the texts
can make him forget that the word of God invites each
person to come out of himself to live in faith and love.

Onthis point the encyclical Providentissimus Deus recalls
the special nature of the Sacred Books and their conse-
quent need for interpretation: "The Sacred Books", he said,
“cannot be likened to ordinary writings, but, since they have
been dictated by the Holy Spirit himself and have extremely
serious contents, mysterious and difficultinmany respects,
we always need, in order to understand and explain them,
the coming of the same Holy Spirit, that is, his light and
grace which must certainly be sought in humble prayer and
preserved by a life of holiness" (EB, n. 89). In a shorter for-
mula, borrowed from St Augustine, Divino afflante Spiritu
expressed the same requirement: "Orent ut intellegant!"
(EB, n. 569).

Indeed, to arrive at a completely valid interpretation of
words inspired by the Holy Spirit, one must first be guided
by the Holy Spirit, and it is necessary to pray for that, to pray
much, to ask in prayer for the interior light of the Spirit and
docilely accept that light, to ask for the love that alone
enables one to understand the language of God, who "is
love" (1 Jn 4:8,16). While engaged in the very work of
interpretation, one must remain in the presence of God as
much as possible.

10. Docility to the Holy Spirit produces and reinforces
another attitude needed for the correct orientation of
exegesis: fidelity to the Church. The Catholic exegete does
not entertain the individualist illusion leading to the belief
that one can better understand the biblical texts outside the
community of believers. The contrary is true, for these texts
have not been given to individual researchers "to satisfy,
their curiosity or provide them with subjects for study and
research" (Divino afflante Spiritu, EB, n. 566); they have
been entrusted to the community of believers, to the Church
of Christ, in order to nourish faith and guide the life of
charity. Respect for this purpose conditions the validity of
theinterpretation. Providentissimus Deus recalled this basic
truthand observed that, farfrom hampering biblical research,
respect for this fact fosters its authentic progress (cf. EB, n.
108-109). It is comforting to note that recent studies in
hermeneutical philosophy have confirmed this point of view
and that exegetes of various confessions have worked from
similar perspectives by stressing, for example, the need to
interpret each biblical text as part of the scriptural canon
recognized by the Church, or by being more attentive to the
contributions of patristic exegesis.

Being faithful to the Church, in fact means resolutely
finding one’s place in the mainstream of the great Tradition
that, under the guidance of the Magisterium, assured of the
Holy Spirit’s special assistance, has recognized the canoni-
cal writings as the word addressed by God to his people and
has never ceased meditating on them and discovering their
inexhaustible riches. The Second Vatican Council asserted
this again: "All that has been said about the manner of
interpreting Scripture is ultimately subject to the judgment
of the Church, which exercises the divinely conferred com-
mission and ministry of watching over and interpreting the
word of God" (Dei Verbum, n. 12).

It is nevertheless true —the Council also states this,
repeating an assertion of Providentissimus Deus —that it "is
the task of exegetes to work, according to these rules,
towards a better understanding and explanation of the
meaning of Sacred Scripture in order that their research
may help the Churchto formafirmerjudgment" (Dei Verbum,
n. 12; cf. Providentissimus Deus, EB, n. 109: "ut, quasi
praeparato studio, iudicium Ecclesiae maturetur").

11. In order better to carry out this very important ecclesial
task, exegetes will be keen to remain close to the preaching
of Gods word, both by devoting part of their time to this min-
istry and by maintaining relations with those who exercise
it and helping them with publications of pastoral exegesis
(cf. Divino afflante Spiritu, EB, n. 551). Thus they will avoid
becoming lost in the complexities of abstract scientific
research which distances them from the true meaning of the
Scriptures. Indeed, this meaning is inseparable from their
goal, which is to put believers into a personal relationship
with God.

lll. The New Document of the Biblical Commission

12. Inthese perspectives, Providentissimus Deus, stated "a
vast field of research is open to the personal work of each
exegete" (EB, n. 109). Fifty years later, Divino afflante Spiritu
again made the same encouraging observation: "There are
still many points, some very important, in the discussion
and explanation of which the intellectual penetration and
talent of Catholic exegetes can and should be freely
exercised" (EB, n. 565).






