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EDITORIAL

Dear Readers,

This double issue- of the BDV is characterized by two main focal points: the spiritual-symbolic dimension
of Holy Scripture and the role of the Bible in interreligious dialogue.

From an Asiatic perspective, Maria Ko interprets the bible as symbol in her contribution entitled "The
Whole Bible a Parable" (Clement of Alexandria). This is not a walk through the bible as a "garden of
symbols" (G. Ravisi); nor does it claim to offer a hermeneutic of symbol. The intention of the author is
rather to grasp the way in which the Bible functions as symbol, in its surplus of meaning. This is no new, no
specifically Asian invention. Indeed, the spiritual-symbolic dimension of the Bible has played a central role
since the time of the earliest exegetical and hermeneutical efforts to interpret Holy Scripture. This point will
be brought out in the article by Mark Sheridan "Spiritual Interpretation of Scripture in Early Christianity —
From Paul to Origen".

An intolerant attitude of Christians with respect to other religions, which frequently appears in the history
of Christianity, is not least a consequence of a "too literal, uncritical and unscientific reading of Holy
Scripture" - so Joseph Pathrapankal in his contribution "Biblical Interpretation and Interreligious Dialogue".
An overly literal interpretation of a biblical text can not only miss the spirit of Holy Scripture, but it can also
entail serious negative consequences. The Bible itself can here serve as a textbook for openness with
respect to other religions and for friendly dialogue with them.

Dialogue is a presupposition for an understanding of different faith traditions. It often happens, however,
that one’s own religious conceptions are simply transferred to other religions; one’s own convictions serve
as a key for interpreting unfamiliar religious traditions. This furthers misunderstanding and prevents dialogue.
In the article "The Bible as the Word of God — Questions from an Islamic Perspective", a group of Tunisian
Christians discusses difficulties in understanding the Bible as the Word of God, such as inevitably arise
out of the Islamic understanding of the Word of God in the verbally inspired Koran. The authors offer no
definitive answers, but rather lay the groundwork for an understanding of the inquiries that come from an
Islamic perspective and for appropriate responses. This article can have a very practical, as well as an
exemplary value for our many readers who live in Islamic surroundings.

Besides these major themes, this issue also once again contains a number of news items as well as
impressions from the life of the Catholic Bible Federation. As many and varied as are the society members
themselves so also are the occasions that require comment: jubilees, conventions, courses and ongoing-
education programs, publications, translations, among many other things. This is the last edition of the
Bulletin that will look like this. The next issue will have a new, revised format. Suspense, suspense!

My best wishes to you all, and the blessing of God for the New Year!

Alexander Schweitzer
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Feature Articles

"The Whole Bible is a Parable"

Maria Ko Ha-Fong, Fma

At the basis of great literary cultures stand classical texts: for the ancient Greeks they were the epics of
Homer, for the Jews it was the Old Testament, for Christians, the Old and New Testaments, for Moslems,
the Koran. To the extent that these foundation texts are to retain their significance as "canonical" texts
within cultures that have undergone changes for over a thousand years, they must be interpreted. They

must transcend their literal and their original historical meaning and become the symbol of the corresponding
cultures.

The Bible as symbol, not as a collection of individual symbols, but as a foundation text of Christian culture
which, over and above its literal meaning, inspires many levels of human and societal existence, that has
existential significance and effective power for us today over and above its original scope and its original
audience — such is the thesis of this essay. The author highlights this symbolic dimension of the Bible with
examples from the exegesis of the Fathers of the Church.

Maria Ko Ha-Fong, fma, is a professor on the Faculty for the sciences of education "Auxilium" in Rome,

and she teaches in seminaries in Hong Kong and on the China mainland.

I n this contribution | would like to
present symbolism as a dimen-
sion that is inherent in the entire
Bible. In other words, | shall not
attempt to carry out a reflection on
the numerous symbols in the Bi-
ble, but on the Bible as symbol. |
shall not reflect on the possibility
of a symbolic reading of the Bible
but on the Bible in its function as
symbol.

To view the biblical text as symbol
is not new. Already Clement of
Alexandria asserted, "The whole
Bible is a parable." ' And indeed a
certain symbolic value in the sense
of a surplus of meaning has been
attributed to the Bible in all phases
of the history of exegesis.

We must ask: what are we to un-
derstand by the word "symbol."

The etymology of the word "sym-
bol" leads us to the concept of "join
together". The preposition "syn"
followed by the verb "ballo" sug-
gests the idea of two things that
are placed in relationship to each
other.

Thus the symbolicis in no way pla-
ced in opposition to "real" or to
"historic"; on the contrary, it is no-
thing other than a reality that bears
in itself potentially a superabun-
dance of significance. "The sym-
bol makes one reflect," says Ri-
coeur; it opens up a surplus of in-
telligibility, which indeed does not
appear on the surface, but is also
not externally or artificially thought
up. In this regard X. Léon-Dufour
writes: "A symbol joins together
two realities, one that is immedi-
ately perceptible and one that re-

mains invisible, to which it draws
us; the latter shines immediately
through the former. From this it fol-
lows that the former does not point
to the second as something distant
and heterogeneous. Although it is
indeed not the meaning, it enables
the meaning to manifest itself and
communicate itself to conscious-
ness."

To consider the Bible as symbol
means therefore to underline its
peculiar character, namely, to be
a manifestation (Epiphany) for a
reality that is hidden within it, but
which is greater than it and trans-
cends it. The symbol "joins to-
gether," the symbol points beyond
itself, the symbol "masks and
reveals." How is all this realized in
the Bible? What does it join to-
gether? To what does it point? In



what way does it both mask and
uncover the mystery of salvation?
To these and similar questions we
want to direct our attention now.

It may be permitted to me, as a
Chinese, to reason as a Chinese.
| proceed in a form that is more
circular than linear, more through
parataxis than through syntaxis.
The language that | use is more
symbolic and evocative than
argumentative and speculative.
My reflection is structured in three
parts. It is not a question of three
points so much as it of three circles
or rounds, three revolutions,
around one and the same reality.

1. Theological principles that
form the basis for the symbolic
character of the Bible

The first step as its goal to search
out the basic theological principles
on which the symbolic character
of the Bible is based. Using as a
point of departure above all the
declarations of the Second Vatican
Council, it seems to me that one
can establish the following three
principles.

1.1 The Incarnation

The Bible is the incarnation of the
Word of God in human words.
"The eternal Word of the Father
became the human word, so that
humans might understand the
Word of God. The Word changed
himself into words. The Truth ac-
cepted that it should be reflected -
and fragmented - in many truths."?

This "condescension" (synkataba-
sis) of the divine Wisdom, hiding
itself in a book, belongs to the
same logic as the kénosis of the
Incarnation. The Church Fathers,
above all Origen, John Chrysos-
tom, Jerome, Augustine, and Gre-

gory the Great, who reflected very
deeply indeed on the nature of the
Bible, point out insistently this way
of God's acting in the economy of
salvation,* echoing the astonish-
ment and the moving gratitude of
Jesus: "l thank you, Father, for you
have hidden all this from the wise
and the clever, and have revealed
it instead to the simple" (Matt 11:
25).

The Encyclical of Pius XIl, Divino
afflante Spiritu, places the mystery
of the Incarnation in a direct rela-
tionship with the reality of the Bible.
"As the substantial Word of God
made himself similar to men in
everything except sin (Eph 4:15)
so also the words of God ex-
pressed in human speech have
been made similar to human lan-
guage in every respect except er-
ror." This striking assertion is taken
over almost word for word by the
Second Vatican Council in the
dogmatic constitution Dei Verbum.
The parallels are not to be over-
looked: in becoming man God
hides himself in the lowliness of
human nature; in the Scripture he
hides himself in the lowliness of
human words.

By manifesting himself in human
speech God anticipates his beco-
ming man and prepares for it. The
Scriptures of the Old Testament
announce Jesus and direct our at-
tention to him, the Word become
flesh; they testify about him and
make us recognize him. Jesus
himself says it expressly when he
reproaches the Jews: "You search
the Scriptures, because you think
that in them you have eternal life;
and it is they that bear witness to
me" (John 5:39). His death and his
resurrection occur, as he himself
and his witnesses stress repea-
tedly "according to the Scriptures"
(1 Cor 15:3-4). After his glorifi-
cation and return to the Father, his
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remembrance is incarnated further
in words, which arise under the
direction of the Spiritin order to be
shared with all and to be forever
stamped on history.®

The human word of the Bible, al-
though made capable of accom-
modating God, remains forever ar-
rested in its historical concrete-
ness that is typical of all human
realities. It is fixed in a specific
context of space and time, reflects
the co-ordinates of a specific cul-
ture, is expressed by means of a
specific language in a concrete
literary form. It has human authors,
whose names are often known and
it is translated and handed on by
specific processes of communi-
cation. The God of the Bible per-
mits all this gladly and subjects
himself to it joyfully, without ever
letting himself be imprisoned by it.
In the Bible the eternal dwells in
the temporal, the creator learns to
speak with his earthly creatures,®
the Almighty hides himself in a
book.

The content goes beyond the con-
tainer. The hidden mystery trans-
cends its manifestation. "The Bible
is like an icon, which guards the
hidden God, ... it is a witness to
the presence as well as to the
absence of God in the kénosis of
the letter."” Thus it becomes un-
derstandable why there is no im-
mediate and total identification
between the Bible and the word of
God. "The holy Scripture is not the
revelation, but rather a very pre-
cious testimony to it."® "The holy
Scriptures contain the Word of
God"; they are the written form of
the Word of God intended and
guaranteed by God himself. S.
Breton has rightly written, "the re-
velation by means of the Scrip-
tures is the word of God; conver-
sely the Word of God, expressed
through the Scriptures, is the reve-
lation."




The Bible is the "tabernacle of the
word of God", it is a treasure pre-
served in an earthen vessel (cf. 2
Cor 4:7), a symbol that is to be un-
derstood in the perspective of the
Incarnation. By means of this sym-
bol the infinite distance of God and
his complete accessibility are
joined together. God himself says
in Deuteronomy: "For this com-
mandment which | command you
this day is not too hard for you, nei-
ther is it far off. Itis notin heaven,
that you should say, 'Who will go
up for us to heaven, and bring it to
us, that we may hear it and do it?'
Neither is it beyond the sea, that
you should say, 'Who will go over
the sea for us, and bring it to us,
that we may hearitand doit?' But
the word is very near you; it is in
your mouth and in your heart, so
that you can do it." (Deut 30:11-
14)

Before the Bible then there can be
neither idolatry nor absolutizing,
nor, on the other hand, scandal on
account of its humble form but only
"reverent listening" and thankful
astonishment over the wonderful
divine condescension.

ON
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1.2 The sacramental character

The sacramental character of the
Bible is closely bound up with its
integration in the mystery of the
Incarnation. As in the Incarnation
Jesus hides himself under the veil
of the flesh and in the Eucharist
under the veil of the bread and
wine so also in the Scripture he
hides himself under the veil of the
word.

The Second Vatican Council stres-
sed especially the parallel be-
tween the Word of God and the
Eucharist and thereby underlined
sacramentality as a basic dimen-
sion of the Bible: "The Church has
always venerated the divine Scrip-
tures just as she venerates the
body of the Lord, since, especially
in the sacred liturgy, she uncea-
singly receives and offers to the
faithful the bread of life from the
table both of God's Word and of
Christ's body".® This affirmation is,
however, not a novelty of the Se-
cond Vatican Council. Rather it is
found in an unbroken ecclesias-
tical tradition, which has been
cultivated and strengthened since

Drawings in this issue by Sr. Regina Bong-Ja Choi, SOLPH (Sisters of Our Lady
of Perpetual Help are an associate member of the CBF in South Korea)

the days of the Church Fathers. In
this context the words of Origen
from a famous homily are well-
known: "You who are accustomed
to take part in divine mysteries
know, when you receive the body
of the Lord, how you protect it with
all caution and veneration lest any
small part fall from it, lest anything
of the consecrated gift be lost. For
you believe, and correctly, that you
are answerable if anything falls
from there by neglect. But if you
are so careful to preserve his body,
and rightly so, how do you think
that there is less guilt to have neg-
lected God's word than to have
neglected his body?""°

Jerome also expressed it very
clearly: "Since the flesh of the Lord
is true food and his blood true
drink, the true good that is re-
served for us in the present life is
to nourish ourselves from his flesh
and his blood, not only in the Eu-
charist, but also in the reading of
sacred Scripture. In fact the word
of God which is reached through
knowledge of the Scriptures is true
food and true drink.""

The Bible and the sacrament of the
Eucharist are two types of con-
tainers, two places of safe-keeping
for the memory of Jesus. While the
Bible fixes, prolongs and spreads
everywhere the salvific event by
means of the written word, the
Eucharist does this by means of
the celebration of the sacraments.
The command "Go and proclaim”
(cf. Matt 28:19) is inseparable from
the saying "Do this in memory of
me" (Luke 22:19).

The sacramentality of the Scrip-
ture manifests itself also in the fact
that the Word of God contained in
it often has effects beyond the of-
ten inaccessible, limited, or im-
perfect powers of comprehension
of the person. The Word of God is
effective almost entirely by itself,



does not let itself be conditioned,
foritis "is living and active, sharper
than any two-edged sword" (Heb
4:12). It is like the rain and the
snow, which does not return to
heaven without having watered the
earth and made it to sprout (cf. Is
55:10-11). It "is able to build you
up and to give you the inheritance
among all those who are sancti-
fied" (Acts 20:32). "In the sacred
books," it says in the constitution
Dei Verbum, "the force and power
in the Word of God is so great that
it stands as the support and energy
of the Church, the strength of faith
for her sons...""?

Just as in the sacraments the per-
ceptible signs do not produce the
salvific effects in an automatic way,
so also the word fixed in the holy
text does not have magical effects,
but only in the encounter of recep-
tion, above all through the liste-
ning of the liturgical community.
Every written determination is
above all an act of inscription; the
thought is expressed, enclosed in
certain words, and printed on the
paper. As soon as the hand of the
writer is removed from the paper,
that which is written takes on a life
of its own. The author disappears,
hides himself, and in a certain way
dies in what is written. The latter
appears then as his testament, an
inheritance, that awaits those who
will read it. The books in the library,
including the Bible, are at rest as
in a cemetery and await their re-
surrection. The reading of a book
is like a reawakening to a new life,
to unimagined effect, to potentially
unlimited meanings. The encoun-
ter of faith with the Bible opens the
living Word to the reader and at
the same time calls the holy text
back to life. The celebration of the
liturgy is the privileged place for the
re-birth of the Bible, as it is also
the place of its birth. In the liturgical
proclamation of the Scripture the
"It stands written" becomes the

"Today the word of Scripture is
fulfilled" (Luke 4:21).

1.3 Unity and wholeness of the
mystery of salvation

The symbol joins together different
realities to create not just a sum
of the parts but a unified whole.
The Bible is a book and at the
same time a library, or more preci-
sely a library that forms a book.
The different writings were born
over a thousand year period, they
tell of many figures, they have
different authors, different literary
forms, different historical contexts,
different languages, but they form
a unity in reference to a unique re-
vealing God, to single plan of sal-
vation that unfolds in history. They
are inspired by one single Spirit
and they are addressed to one
community united as one people
of God. Above all they have their
common center in Jesus Christ.

The word Bible, biblia, the plural
of biblion, reflects the "healthy
neutrality of a singular-plural”.
Likewise the designation "Sacred
Scripture", rather than "sacred
writings" underscores the unity of
the Revelation rather than the con-
crete form in which it has been
fixed in a plurality of texts.

The constitution Dei Verbum con-
tains basic principles for the inter-
pretation of the Bible and em-
phasizes: "But, since Holy Scrip-
ture must be read and interpreted
in the sacred spirit in which it was
written, no less serious attention
must be given to the content and
unity of the whole of Scripture if
the meaning of the sacred texts is
to be correctly worked out."'®

From the beginning a conviction
runs through the whole tradition of
the Church that all of Sacred Scrip-
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ture finds its unity and fullness in
Christ. He is the Lamb who opens
the book closed with the seven
seals, which remains undecipher-
able and incomprehensible without
him (cf. Rev 5:1-10). "God spoke
a single Word, when he spoke
through his Son," says Ambrose.
And Origen writes: "The Word of
God, which in the beginning was
with God, is in his fullness not a
multiplicity of words, not many
words, but a single word ... and all
the holy books together form a
single book."'* Rupert of Deutz
also stresses this aspect: "The
entirety of the Scriptures, every
single word, was brought together
in the womb of the Virgin" — that
is, in the incarnate Word, Jesus
Christ, born of the Virgin Mary.
Christ is designated by many me-
dieval theologians as the Verbum
abbreviatum, as the abbreviated
word of God, condensed in his per-
son.

In Christ the one is closely connec-
ted with the whole, for he is "the
recapitulation of all things" (Eph
1:10); and the divine Scriptures
participate in this characteristic of
his. In fact they makes us know
everything that is necessary. "Igno-
rance of the Scriptures, in fact, is
ignorance of Christ"; but not only
that, it is ignorance of the world,
of life, of history, because "every-
thing that a human tongue can say,
and the mind of mortal man can
grasp, is contained in this vol-
ume.""s

The Bible is thus the symbol that
gathers all into one and forms a
whole that is not obtained from the
sum of the parts. It is a synthesis
that does not submit to any ana-
lysis. As a consequence, the inter-
pretation of the Bible goes beyond
every technical application and
bursts the framework of historical-
critical exegesis.
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The awareness that the Bible, as
well as its center, Christ, is "all in
one," creates in the reader the as-
surance that it is not necessary to
search elsewhere for what is
essential to his salvation. At the
same time it spurs him on to sink
himself more deeply into the ever
new truth, the inexhaustible riches
and fascinating beauty of the text,
and finally to strive to make this
precious good available to all
others.

2. Symbols, which express the
symbolic content of the Bible

In this second step we are trying
to describe the symbolic character
of the Bible by means of the sym-
bols themselves. After having
determined the basic principles,
we want to ask ourselves the
question whether the symbolic
character of the text was dis-
cussed in the Bible itself or in the
early Church, and if it was, then
how was it discussed. In this way
we will determine at once that the
Bible prefers to present itself
through pictures rather than
through clearly defined concepts.
Likewise among the Church Fa-
thers the need was prevalent to
describe the nature of the Bible
with symbols and not so much
through argumentation. Among
the numerous pictures used in the
Bible we want to select a few,
which, in my opinion, show espe-
cially clearly the symbolic dimen-
sion of the sacred text.

2.1 A Book to drink

The constitution Dei Verbum sta-
tes that the Holy Scripture is "a
pure unquenchable source of life"
and invites the Christians to be
saturated with its Spirit"."®

The Bible is a book to be drunk,
an unquenchable spring, from

which pure, fresh water bubbles
forth. The image is very common
in the Bible itself and in the Fa-
thers. The prophet Isaiah compa-
res listening to the Word of God
with drinking from a spring: "Ho,
every one who thirsts, come to the
waters ...; Incline your ear, and
come to me; hear, that your soul
may live" (Is 55:1-3). In the New
Testament this spring is Jesus and
his salvific gifts, among which the
Church Fathers give first place to
the gift of his Word captured in the
biblical text. The following invita-
tion comes from Ambrose: "Draw
up the water of Christ, this water
that praises the Lord. Draw in ma-
ny places the water that falls from
the clouds of the prophets. Who-
ever collects water from the moun-
tains and brings it into himself or
whoever draws from the springs,
he also, like the clouds, makes it
to rain on others. Fill your soul
completely with it so that your
earth may be watered and irrigated
from its own springs. Whoever
reads much [in the Scriptures] and
recognizes the meaning of what is
read, is filled; and whoever has
been filled, can also irrigate others
..."17 And also: "Drink from the
springs of the Old and New Testa-
ment, for from both of them you
drink Christ. ... One drinks the di-
vine Scripture, indeed one devours
them precisely when the lifegiving
juice of the everlasting word pe-
netrates the veins of the spirit and
the powers of the soul."®

In his commentary on the story of
the Samaritan woman, Origen
points out that Scripture has the
function of a symbol, of a trampo-
line, that brings us to Christ, just
as Christ used the water of Jacob's
well to bring the Samaritan woman
to himself, the true source of the
water of life: "Scripture is an intro-
duction, it has the name therefore
of 'Jacob's well'; whoever under-
stands it exactly, comes unerringly
to Jesus, so that he may give us a

spring from which flows the water
of everlasting life."'®

There is also a splendid page in
the works of Ephrem the Syrian
where he applies to Scripture the
symbol of a bubbling fountain,
whose source never runs dry: "We
are like thirsty people who drink
from a fountain. Your word offers
many different aspects, as diffe-
rent as are the viewpoints of those
who study it. The Lord has hidden
in his Word all manner of trea-
sures, so that each of us may find
riches in what we contemplate.
One who finds one of these riches
should not think that there is no-
thing else in the ord of God than
that which he has found. Rather
he should be aware that he has
been able to discover only one
among the many other things
there. After being enriched from
the Word, he should not think that
it has been impoverished. Inca-
pable of exhausting the riches, he
should give thanks for its immen-
sity. Rejoice that you have been
sated, but do not be saddened by
the fact that the riches of the word
are beyond you. Whoever is thirsty
is glad to be able to drink, but is
not saddened because he cannot
dry up the fountain. It is better that
the fountain satisfy your thirst than
that your thirst make the fountain
run dry. Be grateful for that which
you have received and do not mur-
mur over that which remains un-
used. What you have taken away
is yours, but what remains is also
your heritage. What you have not
been able to receive all at once be-
cause of your weakness, you may
receive in other moments with per-
severance. Do not have the impu-
dence to want to take all at once
what can only be attained in sta-
ges, and do not withdraw from that
which you can receive only a little
at a time."®

Just as a spring offers its water to
whoever wants to quench his
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thirst, so the Bible is open to all,
its inexhaustible riches are not
consumed with time. Like one who
drinks from a spring, the reader of
the Bible knows that he is in the
presence of something inexhaus-
tible and always available, which
he approaches not with the desire
to possess it but with the desire to
let himself be permeated by it.

2.2 A Book to eat

The Bible is the "food of the
soul."?" The image is very familiar
to the Bible itself. In Deut 8:3 it
says: "And he humbled you and
let you hunger and fed you with
manna, .... that he might make you
know that man does not live by
bread alone, but that man lives by
everything that proceeds out of the
mouth of the LORD." This verse is
cited then also by Jesus (Matt 4:4).

The manna (the word means
"what is it?") is a reality whose
consistency does not permit de-
finition. "It is the bread which the
LORD has given you to eat" is the
only description that Moses is able
to give. The Israelites "gathered,
some more, some less. But when
they measured it with an omer, he
that gathered much had nothing
over, and he that gathered little
had no lack; each gathered accor-
ding to what he could eat." Those
who wanted to put away some to
provide for the future found that "it
bred worms and became foul"
(Exod 16:12-21). It is a gratuitous
divine gift that cannot be expropri-
ated, a food that cannot be mea-
sured but that satisfies all degrees
of need. Origen sees it a an ob-
vious symbol of Scripture. He wri-
tes "Let us, therefore, now hasten
to receive the heavenly manna.
The manna imparts the kind of
taste to each mouth that each one
wishes. For hear also the Lord say-
ing to those who approach him: 'Be
it done unto you according to your

faith' (Matt 8:13)." And, therefore,
if you receive the Word of God
which is preached in the Church
with complete faith and devotion,
that Word will become whatever
you desire."?

Scripture not only adapts itself to
the one who nourishes himself
from it, but also has the capacity
to transform him and mould him
according to his own needs. And,
like the Eucharistic bread, Scrip-
ture assimilates the one who eats
it. It is this that is emphasized in
the accounts of the vocation of the
prophets, especially that of Eze-
chiel. God asks him to eat the
scroll: "Son of man, eat this scroll
that | give you and fill your stomach
with it" (Ezech 3:3). Only in this
way, permeated by the Word of
God, is the prophet able to speak
in his name. Jeremiah experiences
emotionally the marvelous effect
produced by this food, exclaiming
with joy "Thy words were found,
and | ate them, and thy words
became to me a joy and the delight
of my heart" (Jer 15:16). In order
that the taste of this food remain
for a long time and so that the be-
nefits that derive from it might be
interiorized, the masters of spiritu-
ality insist on the necessity of rumi-
natio, that is to absorb thoroughly
the Scripture that has been heard
and read, turning it over continually
in the heart and mind.

Whoever "eats" the Bible lives
from it and gradually comes, so to
speak, to be "eaten" by it. This reci-
procal consuming, mysterious but
real, can be grasped only by
means of the symbol, which
"brings together", creating a new
unity by mutual co-penetration.

2.3 A Book that runs

The Bible is like a wheel that turns.
This symbolical interpretation is
linked with the name of Gregory

the Great, who, in order to illustrate
the dynamism of Scripture, makes
use of the text containing the vision
of the four living beings in the Book
of Ezechiel. The living beings are
moved by the impulse of the Spirit.
Beside each one of these, and
connected with their movements,
four wheels move. "And when the
living creatures went, the wheels
went beside them; and when the
living creatures rose from the
earth, the wheels rose. Wherever
the spirit would go, they went, and
the wheels rose along with them;
for the spirit of the living creatures
was in the wheels" (Ezech 1:19-
20).

Already by the second century, as
one can read in Irenaeus, the four
living creatures were associated
with the four gospels. Gregory's
attention is attracted, instead, not
so much by the creatures as by the
wheels, which for him are a symbol
of sacred Scripture. "What else
does the wheel designate if not the
sacred Scripture that turns in every
direction in order to adapt itself to
the mind of the one who is liste-
ning, and is not slowed down by
any corner in its proclamation, that
is, by any error? It turns in every
direction so that it may proceed
straight ahead and on the ground,
in the midst of adversity and pros-
perity. The circle of its teachings
is found now above, now below:
what is said spiritually to the per-
fect is adapted to the weak accor-
ding to the letter and what the little
ones understand according to the
letter, the more learned make rise
on high through spiritual under-
standing."®

The wheel expresses the idea that
the journey of the biblical word un-
der the impulse of the Spirit is un-
stoppable and infallible. Paul also
uses some very suggestive ima-
ges to emphasize the liveliness
and dynamism of the Word of God.
This is "the power of God for sal-
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vation" (Rom 1:16); it must "run its
course" (2 Thes 3:1), free and te-
nacious, like an athlete who runs
unstoppably toward the goal. Its
bearer can be in chains and per-
secuted but "the word of God is
not fettered" (2 Tim 2:9). The Holy
Spirit is the moving force in this
race. In fact the day of Pentecost
signals the beginning of this race
from Jerusalem to reach the entire
world. The Bible bears in itself all
this dynamism of the Spirit. The
sacred writings are inspired by the
Spirit in a passive sense but they
also "breathe the Spirit" in an
active sense,? that is, the Spirit
lives in the Bible and acts in and
by means of it. It animates it in its
race through the world.

On the day of Pentecost the Spirit
enabled all of the hearers of the
word of God to understand it in
their own language. In its race
through the world the Bible is
translated in different languages
and inculturated in diverse situ-
ations. Like the wheel that turns
peacefully above the tall and the
short, so also the Bible adapts
itself sovereignly to all of its ad-
dresses. It "becomes all things to
all" (1 Cor 9:22); arriving every-
where, it "brings together" all, at-
tracting and involving allin forming
unity.

2.4 A Book that grows

The dynamism is connected with
growth. "And the Word of God in-
creased" Luke testifies at the be-
ginning of the Church (Acts 6:7).
The expression is dense with mea-
ning. It is a growth of the visible
word, recognizable in the increase
of the number of disciples, by the
constant diffusion of the Christian
message in larger geographical
areas, but it is also a growth that
escapes statistical measurement:
the growth and the development
of God's salvific project in history.
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Thus it is a growth of the Word it-
self.

It is true that with the definitive clo-
sing of the canon the quantitative
content of the Bible is fixed forever.
The Bible no longer grows in vol-
ume. It can grow only in reproduc-
tions, in translations, in new edi-
tions. Nevertheless, there is also
a growth for the sacred text, invisi-
ble but not less real. In fact after
the fixing of the canon, the Bible
has never ceased to grow in the
life of the Church. It grows in belie-
vability through those who live it
and bear witness to it. It grows
more profound through exegetical
study and theological reflection. It
grows in vitality in the liturgical ce-
lebrations and in pastoral activity.
It grows in popularity through diffu-
sion and penetration in diverse so-
cieties and cultures.

Developing the Gospel parable,
Origen compares the Bible to a
seed destined by its nature to grow
and expand: "l think each word of
Divine Scripture is like a seed
whose nature is to multiply diffu-
sely, reborn into an ear of corn or
whatever its species be, when it
has been cast into the earth."®

Gregory makes a very apt and
well-known affirmation about the
growth of the Bible: "Scriptum cum
legente crescit,"?® Scripture grows
with the one reading it. It grows as
aresult of being read. It is a ques-
tion of a simultaneous growth of
the reader and the text, or better,
of the reader with the text and of
the text with the reader. The Bible,
the final product of the fixing in wri-
ting of the Word of God, becomes
the starting point for a process of
unlimited growth. The text is then
the juxtaposition of a goal and a
launching point, the symbolism of
a marvelous dynamism. Gregory
also writes: "The Word of God will
grow together with you, because
from the Word of God you will draw

profit to the extent to which you
yourself will progress in it; better,
one discovers the marvelous po-
wer of the Word of God when the
soul of the one who reads is per-
vaded by love for the things above.
Have you reached the active life?
It walks with you. Have you rea-
ched a certain stability and consis-
tency of spirit? It remains stable
with you. Have you arrived, by the
grace of God, at the contemplative
life? The text flies with you."?’

This simultaneous growth occurs
not only at the level of the indivi-
dual reader but with even greater
intensity in the community. It is
Gregory who says also: "l know
that often many things in the sa-
cred Scripture that | did not suc-
ceed in understanding when | was
alone, | did understand when | was
in the midst of my brethren."?® The
ecclesial community and in parti-
cular the liturgical ecclesial com-
munity, the original birth place of
Scripture, is also the privileged
place for its growth.

2.5 A Book written within and
without

In the vision of Ezechiel (2:9) as
also in that of the Apocalypse (5:1)
a book appears written on both
sides, inside and outside. The as-
sociation of this book with the Bible
in the exegesis of the ancient
Church is more than obvious. The
fact that the book is written both
on the inside and the outside be-
comes for the fathers an argument
in support of the different senses
or different levels of interpretation
of the Bible. Origen writes: "By this
book is intended the Scripture in
its entirety, writing 'outside' accor-
ding to the immediate, that is, lite-
ral sense, and 'inside' according to
the deeper and spiritual sense."®
And Gregory explains: "The scroll
of the Word of God is written inside
by means of allegory, on the



outside by means of the history;
inside by means of the spiritual
understanding, outside by means
of the simple literal sense adapted
to those spirits that are still weak;
inside, because it promises invi-
sible goods, outside because it
establishes the order of the visible
things with the rectitude of its
precepts . ... "%

However the different senses of
the Bible are proposed, one thing
is clear: the Bible is polysignifi-
cant. It is a symbol in which the
different senses can encounter
each other without contradicting
one another, can coexist without
reciprocally excluding one another.
The reading of the Bible thus cre-
ates a symbolic space in which the
learned and the ignorant, saints
and sinners, old and young, rich
and poor, men and women of all
cultures, all races and all times
encounter one another to be uni-
ted in Christ and find in him and in
his Word life and salvation. There
comes to mind spontaneously
here the image that Isaiah uses to
describe the messianic harmony
and peace: "the calf and the lion
will pasture together ... and the lion
shall eat straw like the ox" (Is 11:6-
8). Gregory makes a charming
comparison: the Bible is like "a ri-
ver, low enough for alamb to cross
and deep enough for an elephant
to swim in it." And Augustine ex-
claims with emotion: "O marve-
lous depths of your revelation! Be-
hold, before us stands their sur-
face smiling at the little ones; but
their depths are marvelous. My
God, marvelous is the depth! A
holy terror compels us to immerse
our gaze in it, terror because of
honor, tremor because of love."

2.6 A Book that inflames

The Bible is not only a book that is
read, but it reads its readers and
works in them. In its function as

symbol the Bible brings together
the word of God "living and active"
(Heb 4:12) and the person who re-
ceives it, offering itself as the field
for divine action. The sacred Scrip-
ture is often compared to fire,
above all when it is explained by
Jesus. The two disciples of Em-
maus who experienced this felt
"our hearts burn within us" (Luke
24:32).

Fire inflames, burns, spreads,
tends to involve and transform
everything with which it comes in
contact. Thus is the Word of God.
Itis an overwhelming power; it has
the power of irresistible attraction.
Jeremiah admits having to sur-
render before this word: " O LORD,
thou hast deceived me, and | was
deceived; thou art stronger than |,
and thou hast prevailed. ... there
is in my heart as it were a burning
fire shut up in my bones, and | am
weary with holding itin, and | can-
not" (Jer 20:7-9). Origen com-
ments on this passage: "There is
in fact a fire that burns the heart
and, beginning from the heart, ar-
rives at the bones, and spreading
in the bones, penetrates the whole
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man and penetrates in such a way
that the one who is so burned is
unable to bear it. This fire is lit by
the Lord who has said, 'l have
come to cast fire upon the earth’
(Luke 12:40). The Savior begins
to cast the fire in the heart of those
who listen to him, as Simon and
Cleophas confess with regard to
his words 'Did not our hearts burn
within us while he talked to us on
the road, while he opened to us
the Scriptures?"

The Bible seduces, impassions,
inflames. Whoever reads it must
seek with all his power to let him-
self be devoured by that ardent fire
hidden within. Reflecting on what
God says in the Book of Jeremiah:
"Is not my word like fire, says the
LORD, and like a hammer which
breaks the rock in pieces?" (Jer
23:29), Gregory affirms that the
Bible is truly like a flint stone, which
is cold if it is only held in the hand,
but if it is struck, it shoots forth
sparks and emits fire. Ambrose
associates this fire of Scripture
with that which Moses saw in the
burning bush, a fire that burns but
does not consume, illuminates,
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