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EDITORIAL

Dear Readers,

“At the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the CBF | was able to
experience in a wonderful way how many people in the
whole world are actively engaged in the biblical pastoral
ministry and how much the Word of God has become
bread for Christians. When | got back home | was able to
have many fruitful exchanges with my colleagues and
seminary students and will continue to do so in the
future”. — “The lectures, the reports, the meetings at the
regional level and in smaller groups, the contacts with
the oriental churches — everything that went on was so
very enriching and brought new inspiration for our work
in the service of the Word of God. | never cease to be
overwhelmed by how many people | was able to get to
know and from whose experiences | was able to benefit.”
— “From the meeting in Lebanon we draw new strength
for our day to day service in the biblical pastoral ministry,
above all here, in our multicultural surroundings. The
Final Statement is outstanding and inspirational, and it
contains numerous concrete helps for our work.”

These and similar words were used by participants in
the Sixth Plenary Assembly to express their impressions
of and experiences made during this event of such
importance in the life of the Catholic Biblical Federation.
The fact that many of these comments were made only
several weeks after the event makes it reasonable to
hope that they reflect not merely a momentary euphoria
but an enthusiasm that bids fair to endure.

Many an individual had expressed the hope, silently or
out loud, that this first Plenary Assembly in the new mil-
lenium with its opportunities to pause, to evaluate and to
plan for the future would mark a new point of departure
for the Federation. That such a dynamic new thrust
seems indeed to have emerged from the Plenary
Assembly | personally take as a sign that our gathering
was not only the work of those in charge and of the par-
ticipants. The Spirit of God does seem to have been pre-
sent among us - if not in the sound of a mighty wind, at
least in the murmur of a gentle breeze. In bilateral
exchanges, in workshops, in many a surprising situation
and farsighted decision — in short, in the little things that
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make no immediate headlines, but that in the end are
what go to make up the whole.

For all those who had the opportunity by their presence
to help shape the Sixth Plenary Assembly and who were
able to experience this Spirit for themselves, and for all
of you, dear readers, who have been following the
preparations — and now the results — of this meeting, the
Bulletin Dei Verbum, as present double issue, and the
next issue, too, should be of interest. They will inform
you of the basic texts, reports and decisions of the Sixth
Plenary Assembly, but they will also supply graphic
impressions from the meeting. The issue you are cur-
rently reading summarizes important texts: opening
speeches, the main papers, commentaries on Church
documents, etc. The next issue will concern itself with
the decisions and changes made at the meeting, the
planning for the coming years, and above all the Final
Statement of the Plenary Assembly.

It is our hope that the letter (of the Bulletin) will not kill
the spirit. And that this reading matter will enable you to
sense something of the spirit of openness, of dialogue
and of deep confidence in the power of the Word of God
- the spirit of the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the Catholic
Biblical Federation.

Alexander M. Schweitzer
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Vincenzo Paglia

Vincenco Paglia is Bishop
of Terni-Narni-Amelia, Italy,
and President of the CBF
since 2002

Beatitude, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen:

It is with a mixture of joy and fear that | extend a most
respectful greeting to you all; joy, because of old friends
rediscovered and new friends to be made, and at the
same time fear, for the service of the presidency which |
have been called to perform in the Catholic Biblical
Federation which is conducting its Sixth Plenary
Assembly here in Lebanon at this time. The words of
Peter at the first Pentecost: “You have made known to me
the ways of life” (Acts 2:28) have been chosen as the
motto for these days of our Plenary.

These words sound particularly meaningful in these days,
when the whole world is preparing to recall the tragic
attack on the twin towers in New York. A year has passed
since that event which remains dramatically emblematic
of the extent to which the ways of life have collapsed in
the contemporary world. That collapse has caused hopes
and security to crumble as it were, changing the very his-
tory of the planet. It has been said that September 11 of
2001 marks the beginning of the third millennium. And it
has begun with a great blemish. Some still maintain that
the whole world is at war, even if it is a kind of war very
different from those of the past. In any case, everyone is
more uncertain than before, more insecure, more preoc-
cupied, more full of anxiety regarding the dangers that
tomorrow might bring. There is talk of new and terrible
terrorist attacks, while, now that one war has ended,
preparations are being made for another, while we con-
tinue to watch with a feeling of helplessness those other
wars that are presently in course. And | am not thinking
only of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The world as a
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whole really does appear more insecure. And then there
is hatred everywhere you look; anger in so many places;
there are sinister powers; violence and terrorism are
being carefully planned. And so many people there are
who can exploit the pain and anger of so many.

It is urgent of course to combat and to eradicate terror-
ism. No one doubts this, and there is no need to treat this
topic here at length. But there is a further risk to be avoid-
ed, and it is the danger of thinking only of ones own pre-
sent situation and of little else. Already we had entered
into the new millennium without any great dreams and
without great visions of the future. The fall of the ideolo-
gies had contributed to a lowering and a reduction of
life‘s horizons. Since September 11 the emergency of ter-
rorism has made everyone lower their heads still further,
become even more self-absorbed. It would not be inap-
propriate to ask ourselves the question: who today feels
the drama of the most serious social, economic, cultural
and political inequalities that assail the life of the entire
planet? To stay with the case of Lebanon, who has any
empathy any more with the problem of Lebanon, who
sees it any longer as his own problem? People go on liv-
ing their lives, oblivious of the tragedy of millions who
continue to die of famine; the fact of the growth of
inequality between between the rich and the poor coun-
tries is simply accepted; with impotent realism we watch
the masses of refugees who continue to abandon their
countries for reasons of war and famine. And the list of
tragedies in the world could be continued: from the
plague of AIDS to that of the marginalization of millions of
poor people in the Eastern countries, from expressions of
prejudice towards gypsies to the solitude of the elderly,
and so on. What can no longer continue is our indiffer-
ence and that of the world. What can no longer continue
is the exclusive absorption with our own interests, even if
by that is meant our own ethnic or national interests.

Dear friends, to paraphrase the statement of Peter, we
should be asking ourselves: who “will make known to the
world the ways of life?” This is a question we cannot cir-
cumvent. The Christian communities are urgently
requested to help the world find the ways of life. This
enterprise goes far beyond the solution of problems of



the organizational level. It is a matter of a genuine spiritu-
al revolution to be effected on the part of all, and with
urgency. It is a spiritual revolution that should above all
involve believers, whether Christian or of other religions,
but also all men of good will. In his visit to Toronto for the
youth rally John Paul Il issued an ambitious invitation to
the young people: do not fear to be the saints of the new
millennium! Do not hesitate to cast the net of the Gospel
out into the deep!

In a world divided and torn, in a world where forgive-
ness is rare and vengeance all too frequent, in a world
where love is difficult and war is easy, Christians should
once again take up the adventure of that sower of the
gospel parable. It is necessary to emerge from our
enclosures, it is urgent to come out from the closed
quarters of our churches to accompany men and
women on life’s journey and to scatter more broadly the
seed of the Word of God. What is needed is a new gen-
erosity and a new boldness in the mission of the
Gospel. Only thus can we Christians help the world of
today to know the ways of life and not those of death,
the ways of love and not those of hatred, the ways of
brotherhood and not those of war.

It is no mere accident that this Sixth Plenary Assembly of
the Catholic Biblical Federation is taking place near
Beirut, in Lebanon. It is also providential that we find our-
selves here in this land that was privileged to hear the
very preaching of Jesus. Not far from where we are, in
Antioch of Syria, the disciples were for the first time called
“Christians”. It is from this “Orient” that the faith reached
the West and the entire world. To return here, at the
beginning of the new millennium, means not only to ven-
erate this place and to express our warm friendship and
our solidarity as neighbors to the Christian churches of
Lebanon, as well as to the whole Lebanese people. Yes,
dear Lebanese friends, we will not forget you! But for us
returning here means also to find a new stimulus and a
new boldness for communicating the Gospel to the new
millennium. The exhortation of Jesus to Peter, “Duc in
altum!”, which John Paul Il addressed to the whole
Church, should be taken as addressed to us as well. The
Catholic Biblical Federation should take them too as
addressed to itself. What this invitation might mean for
our Federation we will discover together in these days of
work in plenary assembly.

What is absolutely certain is that in examining the per-
spectives and the contribution which the Catholic Biblical
Federation can offer at the beginning of the third millen-
nium we must keep in mind the horizon of the contem-
porary world. To borrow an old statement of Karl Barth,
we too should live these days with a Bible in one hand
and the newspaper in the other; the point being that we
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should be listening to the Scriptures in the context of the
world of today with all its hopes and with all its anxieties.
That is, we should be helping believers to listen to the
Scriptures not with themselves, nor with their group and
its questions, even their ecclesial questions in view, but
in full view of the whole world which is presently experi-
encing a most difficult entrance into the millennium. In
the present historical context Sacred Scripture can right-
ly be understood as the great educative book of all
humanity. In fact, not only can the reading of the Bible
help our communities to grow in faith and in love, but it
can and should offer to the whole world those words of
universal brotherhood and human wisdom of which it is
so very much in need. This is a great challenge that we
cannot fail to accept.

This is why this assembly of Beirut has its own extraor-
dinary character: it requires us all to be more daring, to
make every effort to insure that the sons and daughters
of all the Christian churches aquire a greater familiarity
with Holy Scripture. It is in fact this new familiarity that
can nurture that spiritual revolution that will set peoples'
hearts on fire, as happened to the two disciples on the
way to Emmaus. Listening to that stranger who accom-
panied them on the way they could feel the fire burning
in their breasts. Dear friends, if we ask ourselves how
many Christians feel that warmth in their own hearts,
even just during a Sunday mass, we know only too well
that the answer would not be very encouraging. And if it
is true that Vatican Il bore excellent fruits in the biblical
field, we are all nevertheless aware of how far we still
have to go.

The Catholic Biblical Federation, which is firmly rooted
in the work of the Council, must extend its fruits still fur-
ther. Cardinal Bea, who was among the promotors of
the Dei Verbum, once had this to say regarding chap-
ter VI of this Constitution: “I have the distinct impression
that the first five chapters will be much discussed, but
chapter VI will be neglected.” The Catholic Biblical
Federation has been doing good work and it can be
said that partly through its efforts chapter VI of the Dei
Verbum has not in fact been neglected; indeed, a love
for the Scriptures has grown considerably in our
Christian communities. But | believe that the Federation
is called at this time, which has had a sad beginning,
like that of the journey of the two disciples to Emmaus,
to do everything in its power — | mean, with a creativity
that only love can supply — to insure that the Scriptures
speak anew to believers and non-believers alike, that
they accompany men and women wherever they are in
life, with the confidence that all who hear them will feel
their hearts set on fire. And from this new millennium
the very prayer of Peter will rise up to God: “You have
made known, o Lord, the ways of life.”



LETTER FROM THE POPE JOHN PAUL Il

EP (F

INAUGURA-
TION

Letter from the Pope John Paul Ii

To the Most Reverend Vincenzo Paglia
Bishop of Terni-Narni-Amelia
President of the Catholic Biblical Federation

On the occasion of the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Biblical Federation taking place in Beirut

on 3 - 12 September 2002, the theme of which is “You show me the ways of life” (Ps 16:11; cf. Acts 2:28),

1 extend warm greetings to the Delegates and Participants and assure them of my closeness in prayer during
these days of work and reflection.

From East and West, from North and South you have gathered together to share your experiences and renew
your commitment to the Biblical Apostolate under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in the conviction that the
Word of God, the true source of life, is a blessing for all the nations. The very venue of your meeting is particu-
larly significant: Lebanon is one of the lands of the Bible from which the Word, the fulfilment of the promise of
blessing for all peoples, set out on its journey throughout a diversified and pluralistic world.

Trusting in the force and power of the Word of God, the Catholic Biblical Federation is given the great respon-
sibility — one belonging to the whole Church - of making the Divine Word accessible to people in all parts of
the world so that it can take root and thrive in their hearts. Indeed, “the Church has always venerated the divi-
ne Scriptures as she venerated the Body of the Lord ... She has always regarded, and continues to regard the
Scriptures, taken together with Sacred Tradition, as the supreme rule of her faith” (Dei Verbum, 21).

Your commitment to bringing about a renewed listening to the Word of God, which is a necessary element of
the new evangelization, also reinforces the bonds of unity that already exist among all Christians. In the ecu-
menical dialogue itself the sacred Word is “a precious instrument in the mighty hand of God for attaining to
that unity which the Saviour holds out to all human beings” (Unitatis Redintegratio, 21).

It is my prayer that the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Biblical Federation will provide you with a fruit-
ful opportunity to evaluate what has been achieved so far and to determine what needs yet to be done to pro-
claim the Word of God in a world longing for truth.

May the Holy Spirit, the principal agent of our mission, who teaches the Church, who moves the heart and
converts it to God, who opens the eyes of the mind and makes it possible for all to accept and believe the
divine truth, guide your work during these days.

In the love of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Word made Flesh, I extend to all of you my Apostolic Blessing.

From Castel Gandolfo, 30 August 2002

Soornis foudio I




INTRODUC-
TION

Six years after Hong Kong and almost three years after
the start of work on the theme of the Sixth Plenary
Assembly in the subregions of the Catholic Biblical
Federation, about 160 members of the CBF, resource
personnel and guests from about 70 different countries
met in Lebanon to hold the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the
CBF. As with former Plenary Assemblies of the CBF, this
meeting combined the elements of a business meeting
with the more content-based engagement with relevant
themes of the biblical apostolate. At the root of the deci-
sion to maintain this format lies the conviction that reflec-
tion on content and the evaluation of past performance,
the exchange of past experiences and concrete planning
for the future belong together and provide a kind of mutu-
al stimulation. The participants of the Sixth Plenary
Assembly thus assembled in Lebanon to discuss and to
reflect, to learn from each other, to pray together, to
dream and to plan concretely for the coming years.

The time

Plenary Assemblies of the CBF take place every six
years. This chronological rhythm gives us a necessary
timeframe for planning, budgeting, and the implemen-
tation of ideas. Beyond this chronological-quantitative
dimension, the Plenary Assembly also takes place in a
particular — qualitative — time. We stand today at the

BULLETIN DEI VERBUM 62/63

From Jerusalem to Antioch ... You show me
the Ways of Life.
An Overview of the Sixth Plenary Assembly of the CBF

Alexander M. Schweitzer, General Secretary

beginning of the new millennium, marked by rapid
developments in the realms of communication, technol-
ogy, financial markets and mobility. The world is
becoming ever smaller and speedier, but also ever
more fragmentary and insecure. Opportunities abound
- but unfortunately they are far from being accessible to
all. We stand in the time after September 11, 2001, a
date that like none other represents the threat to our
very existence and the terror that lurks in our globalized
society. These conditions influence our every-day lives
in a very direct way and it was clear to all that they
would mark the Sixth Plenary Assembly as well.

The place

From a political standpoint, Lebanon and the countries
of the Middle East are no easy place. The real problems
of violence and anxiety, of devastation and hatred, nur-
tured and matured for decades, make it impossible to
glorify pluralism in a naive or simplistic way. At the
same time, this part of the world yearns for peace and
seeks it with earnestness and persistence. Time and
again signs of reconciliation spring up like delicate
plants from the parched ground. And at home in this
place, in this part of the world, are the three great
monotheistic religions whose God has promised them
in their father Abraham that they would become a bless-
ing for all nations.

Viewed in reference to our program, the place of our
Plenary Assembly lies on the way from Jerusalem to
Antioch. The way of early Christianity into a pluralistic world
with foreign values and traditions and completely new chal-
lenges to one’s own convictions and customs, to one’s
own self-understanding is vividly portrayed in the Acts of
the Apostles. This same way can also stand for our own
way today. The way to Antioch in Acts signifies the incul-
turation of Christianity into pluralistic, diversified surround-
ings. It signifies also the common search for God in the
world, for the God who wants to be found, the God who
has revealed himself. A reflection on the historical journey
of early Christianity from Jerusalem to Antioch can help:
there we find difficulties and pointers for solutions; there the
Spirit of God is at work and it is this Spirit who grants far-
sightedness, courage, freedom and apostolic zeal.



FROM JERUSALEM TO ANTIOCH ...

The program

The Sixth Plenary Assembly focused thematically on
these challenges to the biblical apostolate at the thresh-
old of the third millennium; the challenges that result
from a globalized and at the same time ever more diver-
sified world. The main papers addressed first of all the
concrete situations of different localities and the rapidly
changing societal situations. As a document of early
Christianity that deals with the questions posed by
inculturation and the challenges that result from plural-
istic surroundings, the biblical reference text of the
Plenary Assembly, the Acts of the Apostles, was shown
to contain inspiration and seminal solutions even for us
today. Finally, theological reflection on the theme of
religious pluralism touched on complex questions
regarding the relationship between diversity and uni-
versality. A number of workshops provided an occasion
to further develop these themes and bring them to bear
on a variety of concrete situations.

~. AL : tll. ‘l
General Secretary Alexander M. Schweitzer

The human situation in Lebanon, that tiny country in
which 14 different Christian denominations and four dif-
ferent major religions live together, a country profound-
ly affected by the political and societal developments of
the Middle East, set the theme of the Plenary Assembly
in a concrete context. Our encounter with this context
took place among other things in meetings with the
local church, which involved spending an entire day, in
smaller groups, in the various Christian communities in
Lebanon.

An evaluation of the past six years, an analysis of the
situation of the biblical pastoral ministry today, the
results of the thematic work done in the various work-
shops and some concrete planning for the coming
years all entered into the final document, which took
shape after normal interplay between a work-group and
the Plenum. All our reflections, our efforts and our plans

gé‘:

were brought before God in prayer and took place in
communion with our sisters and brothers. The biblical
texts read in common each morning, the daily expres-
sion of thanks in the Eucharistic, and a variety of other
celebrations and socials were moments in which this
community with God and men came to expression in a
special way.

Review and prospects

The Sixth Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Biblical
Federation was an appropriate occasion for reflection
on our past and for a pause on our way into the new
millennium. At the same time, it invited us to direct our
vision forward. Looking back, we were able to reflect
on the origins of our faith, on the example of the earli-
est Christians. This history is an invitation to openness
and sensitivity, a powerful stimulus to total trust in God.
We also reflected on the original purposes of the
Catholic Biblical Federation, as these are summarized
in chapter 6 of the Dei Verbum. In the words of the
encyclical Tertio Millennio Adveniente we asked our-
selves, to what extent has the Word of God become
more fully the soul of theology and the inspiration of
the whole of Christian living, as Dei Verbum sought?
(cf. TMA 36). Careful examination and evaluation of the
priorities of the CBF in light of these fundamental
objectives and against the background of the chal-
lenges of today gave us new direction and inspiration
for the road that lies ahead.

And our Sixth Plenary Assembly helped us to look for-
ward as well. Our world, so richly diverse and yet so
small, so highly developed and yet so full of injustice
and insecurity, is urgently in search of “ways of life”. As
Christians, as agents of the biblical pastoral ministry
and as Catholic Biblical Federation, we cannot afford to
shut our minds to this challenge. The biblical motto of
our Plenary Assembly reads: “You show me the ways
of life” (Ps 16:11; Acts 2:28). In the plural form “ways of
life” - taken from the Pentecost sermon of Peter - the
idea of diversity comes to expression: the manifold
ways in which God reveals himself, in the Bible, in
Christianity, in the world religions, throughout the
world. Like the first Christians we are called to take
God's Word into a diversified world. May the experi-
ences and the results of this Plenary Assembly in
Lebanon help us to perform our service in the biblical
pastoral ministry in our local communities and as a
world Federation. May they fill us with renewed energy,
courageous openness, and confidence that God will
indeed show us the ways of life, so that the Word of
God may truly become a blessing for all nations.
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Abraham - A Blessing for All Nations
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Adel Théodore Khoury

Prof. Dr. Adel Théodore Khoury,
a Lebanese Melkite priest, is
professor of Religious Science
at the University of Minster,
Germany, and specialist in the
field of Islamo-Christian dialo-
gue.

Jews, Christians and Moslems all lay claim to the patriarch
Abraham. For different reasons, they consider themselves
the legitimate heirs of Abraham, heirs of the divine
covenant made with him, of the promises made by God on
behalf of his descendants and of the blessing bestowed in
him on all the nations of the world. But in varying degrees
the Jewish, Christian and Islamic traditions have managed
to go beyond the horizons of their particular communities
to discover in their long histories the universal dimensions
of the promises of salvation which God pronounced in the
blessing accorded to Abraham and through him to all his
descendants and to all peoples.

In the following presentation we intend to set forth the data
of the three traditions concerning the blessing of
Abraham, its conditions, its effects and its various dimen-
sions. In the conclusion we will make a few comments on
the role the figure of Abraham can play in the context of
the relations between the three religions which are com-
monly referred to today as “the Abrahamic religions”,
namely, Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

THE BLESSING OF ABRAHAM IN THE JEWISH
TRADITION

The figure of Abraham plays a predominant role in Jewish
tradition. At each period of the peoples’ history Abraham
appears as the guarantor of identity, of prosperity or, in
times of crisis, of the people’s survival. Various specula-
tions formed about his figure. These ideas, taken as a
whole, oscillate between an exclusive particularism and
an open universalism, in which the Jewish people, con-

according to the Jewish, Christian and
Islamic Traditions

scious of its belonging to Abraham, occupies an impor-
tant position.

We cannot here expound every detail of this develop-
ment. We will concentrate on the traits that concern the
blessing of Abraham received on behalf of the nations.
We will begin with the data of the Bible, in the Old
Testament; then we will consult the texts of the late
Jewish tradition and occasionally of certain Jewish
thinkers down through history.

Data of the Old Testament

1. The texts of Genesis

The principal text is that which we read in Genesis. This
passage links the blessings of God to the command he
gave to Abraham to leave his country and his family to go
and encounter the designs of God..

The Lord said to Abraham: “Go forth from the
land of your kinsfolk and from your father’s
house to a land that | will show you. I will
make of you a great nation and | will bless
you; | will make your name great, so that you
will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you and curse
those who curse you. All the communities of
the earth shall find blessing in you” (Gen
12:1-3).

Nothing had prepared Abraham for the call God address-
es to him or the blessing he generously bestows on him.
The patriarch was living in a pagan environment; he did
not yet know the law of God and had not yet shown
absolute obedience to God’s commands. It becomes
clear because of this that the blessing and the promises
of God to Abraham are in the first place a sign of God’s
free will and cannot be seen as conditioned by the faith
and obedience of Abraham. Abraham'’s future and that of
his descendants is in the hands of God who is at work in
his life by virtue of his all-powerful might and his gratu-
itous goodness. But God expects Abraham to respond to
this divine grace through an unshakable faith and an obe-
dience ready for sacrifice.
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ABRAHAM — A BLESSING FOR ALL NATIONS

God promises Abraham that he will be the father of
numerous descendants. “| will make of you a great peo-
ple” (Gen 2:12). This promise is the foundation of the
story of the Hebrew people under the direction of God.

The belonging of the Jewish people to the posterity of
Abraham will signify for this people at once a privilege
and a duty down through history and in its relations with
other nations. Abraham’s descendants draw inspiration
from what the Word of God affirms in the text cited above,
namely, that God blesses those who bless Abraham's
name, and curses those who curse it. If then Abraham is
the mediator of the blessing and if his descendants inher-
it its benefits, then they too will perform the role of medi-
ator between the nations and the blessings of God. (We
will see a little further on in what sense the tradition under-
stood this role).

Finally, God promises to Abraham that he will be a bless-
ing for all the nations. A new era for the history of human-
ity is thus inaugurated, a history of blessing with reference
to Abraham. This passage which comes from the Yahwist
source of Genesis is located within the history of the peo-
ple, in the context of a highly successful reign of Jewish
kings — a kingdom which showed that this people had
truly become a powerful nation, and that its royal rule
could become a blessing and a promise of prosperity for
the peoples who lived within its domain or within the
remote reaches of it territory. Thus, the blessing of the
Jewish people signified a blessing for all the nations. So
God insists, after the story of the sacrifice of Isaac:

1 will bless you abundantly and make your
descendants as countless as the stars of the
sky and the sands of the seashore; your
descendants shall take possession of the
gates of their enemies, and in your descen-
dants all the nations of the earth shall find
blessing — all this because you obeyed my
command (Gen 22:17-18).

And the text sees all of this as linked to the original
promise of God to bless Abraham in his direct descen-
dants and in all the nations of the earth.

The role of Abraham as a blessing for the nations reveals
itself in the story of the destruction of the sinful towns of
Sodom and Gomorrah. In the introduction to the story of
the destruction of Sodom the text features the scene of
Abraham’s intercession on behalf of the inhabitants of
that town. This intercession is expressly linked by the
Bible to the blessing of Abraham for the nations:

The Lord reflected: “Shall | hide from Abraham
what | am about to do, now that he is to
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become a great and populous nation, and all
the nations of the earth are to find blessing in
him?...” (Gen 18:17).

Abraham receives the blessing from God for himself,
for his immediate descendants, and for the people
who will constitute his posterity. This blessing is grant-
ed to him through a free act of divine initiative, but
Abraham proved capable of receiving it, in view of his
faith and his obedience to the will and to the designs
of God. And so we read: “Abraham put his faith in God,
who credited it to him as an act of righteousness”
(Gen 15:6).

The texts cited here already reveal the tension between
two poles: Abraham-Israel and Abraham-the nations. The
consequences of this tension will manifest themselves
throughout the history of the Jewish tradition, as we will
demonstrate shortly.

2. Various Old Testament texts

The posterity of Abraham is occasionally seen as identi-
cal with belonging to the Jewish people. Psalm 47:10
names the Jews “the people of the God of Abraham”.

This posterity assumes the function of mediating the
blessings of God for the nations and at the same time it
acquires a very extensive dominion.

For this reason, God promised him (Abraham)
with an oath that in his descendants the
nations would be blessed; that he would make
him numerous as the grains of dust and exalt
his posterity like the stars; that he would give
them an inheritance from sea to sea, and from
the River to the ends of the earth

(Sirach 44:21).

Itis in this perspective that one should place the vision of
deutero-Isaiah (60:3-7), which describes the pilgrimage
of the nations to Jerusalem, come to worship the God of
Israel:

Nations shall walk by your light, and kings by
your shining radiance. Raise your eyes and
look about; they all gather and come to you:
Your sons come from afar, and your daughters
in the arms of their nurses...

If the terms “your sons” and “your daughters” are taken
as referring to members of the various peoples men-
tioned in the text, one can conclude that the passage has
in view the non-Israelites, who belong to the posterity of
Abraham no less than do his other descendants, those
gathered in Jerusalem.



Moreover, one finds in Isaiah a passage in which two for-
eign nations, Egypt and Assyria, are mentioned as receiv-
ing the blessing of God together with Israel (Is 19:24-25).

Finally, the story of the prophet Jonah, sent to Niniveh to
convert its non-Jewish inhabitants, shows that alongside
the Jewish people another people is sometimes the
object of God's mercy and salvation.

3. Data of the Jewish tradition

The Jewish tradition oscillates between two poles.
Sometimes it accentuates the close, particular - and
exclusive - relationship between Abraham and the Jewish
people, and sometimes it emphasizes rather the univer-
salist relationship between Abraham and the nations of
the earth.

The particularist line

The struggle of the Maccabees against the rule of the
Seleucids (from the middle of the second century before
Christ) and against the temptation to assimilate to pagan
culture illustrates the particularist line. The same can be
said, at another level, of the ideology of the Qumran com-
munity, which withdraws from the contaminated society
and seeks to preserve the identity of the Jewish people
against the attraction of Greek culture. In the Book of
Jubilees (chapter 18:16), the importance of Abraham for
the other nations is mentioned, but the concern of the
work is entirely directed toward the exclusivity of the
blessings granted by God to Abraham and transmitted
exclusively to Jacob.

After the destruction of the temple of Jerusalem in the
year 70 C.E., the Jewish tradition becomes concretized in
an ever more exclusivist way in the Rabbinic tradition,
which focuses on the Torah and the law. In this tradition
Abraham appears as the almost exclusive property of the
Jewish people. His legitimate descendants, heirs of the
divine covenant and of the blessings of God are the
descendants of Jacob and of the tribes, to the exclusion
of other children and descendants of Abraham.

The universalist line

Abraham is considered by Philo of Alexandria, for exam-
ple, as the model of all converts. This, because he
acknowledged the Creator and followed his command-
ments. This way is open to all non-Jews in the world. The
Prophet Isaiah had already announced concerning Jacob
and his posterity: “I will give you as a light to the nations,
that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth”
(49:6).

Abraham “the first convert” is viewed as the spiritual
father of all men of good will who are in search of the one
God. Salvation is therefore possible to non-Jews,
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because all human beings are creatures of the one God.
In the vision of God’s messianic rule, his word addressed
to the Jewish people is the same as that which is
addressed to all peoples (Is 2:2-5; Micah 4:1-2).

Conclusion: The Jewish tradition thus views Abraham as
a blessing for all peoples, but above all for the Jewish
people who are the direct heirs of the covenant and of the
promises of God. Descent from Abraham according to
the flesh and in the line of Jacob plays a decisive role.

THE BLESSING OF ABRAHAM IN THE CHRISTIAN
TRADITION

1. Fundamental data

Christian reflection centers around two main points: Who
is the true descendant of Abraham, heir of his blessing.
And what makes it possible for the pagan nations to
receive this blessing?

1. The true posterity of Abraham

Searching through the texts of the Bible, the Apostle Paul
discovers the indispensable condition that accounts for
the predestination of the Jews and, by the same token,
transforms pagans, too, into members of Abraham'’s pos-
terity.

Descent according to the flesh is not decisive. It is the
faith of Abraham which was credited to him as righteous-
ness (Gen 15:6; Gal 3:6). So, it is faith which is the foun-
dation of the true belonging to the posterity of Abraham.

So you see that it is men of faith who are the
sons of Abraham. And the scripture, foreseeing
that God would justify the Gentiles by faith,
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham,
saying, “In thee shall all the nations be
blessed.” So then, those who are men of faith
are blessed with Abraham who had faith

(Gal 3:7-9).

This faith of Abraham is manifested in his works, in his
obedience to God’s commands even when he is in the
dark concerning God'’s designs for him and for his future.
The Epistle to the Hebrews enumerates Abraham's acts
of obedience: his departure for an unknown country; —
the birth of Isaac ; — the sacrifice of Isaac (11:8-19).

It is not sufficient then to claim carnal descent from
Abraham, in the way that the Jews make this their boast.
John the Baptist said to the Pharisees and Sadducees
who came out to be baptized by him: “Bear fruit that
befits repentance, and do not presume to say to your-
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selves, ‘We have Abraham as our father’; for | tell you,
God is able from these stones to raise up children to
Abraham (Matt 3:8-9; cf. Lk 3:8). — And Jesus in his turn,
when confronted with Jews who refused to believe and
who would confidently assert: “Abraham is our father”,
reproached them with the words: “If you were Abraham’s
children, you would do what Abraham did” (Jn 8:39).

Saint Paul argues on this point that Abraham received the
blessing in view of his faith and before circumcision, that is
to say, before he received the covenantal promise of God
that made him in particular the father of the Jewish people.
For this reason, Abraham became the father of the uncir-
cumcised, pagan peoples in view of his faith (Rom 4:9-12).

2. The Jewish people are not excluded, but they no
longer have exclusive privileges

Belonging to the Jewish people, whose father is
Abraham, confers on its members the right granted by
God to participate in his salvation.

Even the descendants of Abraham according to the flesh,
however, are in danger of possible exclusion from the
blessing of Abraham, if they do not fulfill the conditions for
receiving this blessing. In the passage of Saint John,
cited above, Jesus responds to his adversaries, who
were boasting of having Abraham for their father, that this
did not prevent them from becoming children of the devil,
because they are willing to fulfill his desires (cf. Jn 8:44).

Still more severe is the warning directed against Jews
who are sluggish in faith: After the healing of a Roman
centurion’s servant, Jesus proclaims: “Truly, | say to you,
not even in Israel have | found such faith. | tell you, many
will come from east and west and sit at the table with
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven,
while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the
outer darkness...” (Matt 8:10-12).

3. Universal salvation through Jesus Christ

The Christian witness centers around the person of Jesus
Christ the Lord. All the promises of God once given to
Abraham and to the Fathers are realized in him; the new
and eternal covenant is sealed in his blood and confirmed
by his resurrection from the dead; the blessings of Abraham
for the Jewish people and for all the nations of the earth now
rest on a direct or indirect belonging to Jesus Christ.

One can thus read in the Epistle to the Galatians:

Now the promises were made to Abraham and
to his offspring. It does not say, “And to his off-
springs,” referring to many; but, referring to
one, “And to your offspring,” which is Christ
(Gal 3:16).

And again, shortly before this passage: “that in Christ
Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come upon the
Gentiles, that we might receive the promise of the Spirit
through faith” (Gal 3:14).

The whole of Abraham’s hope is realized in Jesus Christ.

All who have been baptized in the name of Christ are one
in Christ. There is no difference between Jews and
Greeks, between men and women, slaves and free. “For
you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s,
then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to
promise” (Gal 3:28-29).
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2. Consequences

Under the direction of the Holy Spirit the Christian
community learned not only that God “desires all men
to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth”
(I Tim 2:4), but also that the ways God chooses to
effect this salvation harbor many surprises. Although
the Jewish Christians were insisting that pagans would
first have to become Jews in order to be able to






