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D e a r R e a d e r s :

F o l l o w o n e , h a t e n o n e -

t h e H i n d u s c h o l a r S w a m i

Vivekananda (1863-1902)

imparted this bit of advice on
the theme of the plurality of

religions. Knowing and valuing
one's own religion is the pre

supposition for open dealings
with human beings of other
f a i t h s o r c o n v i c t i o n s . K n o w

ledge about the way I follow
gives me the security I need

to enter into a prejudice-free dialogue with those who have
chosen another way. A dialogue in which no effort is made
to deny either the sincerity of their faith or its rightness.

With globalization on the increase, the question of pluralism
has become a theme that preoccupies us almost on a daily
basis. The plurality that confronts us in terms of the great

variety of existing lifestyles, cultures, societal forms and faith
persuasions has become a normality. Globalization means,
for one thing, that the world is becoming a goldfish bowl,

largely thanks to extensive sources of information and pos
sibilities of communication. But globalization also means
that my little goldfish bowl is becoming a vast and uncon
trollable world. The profusion of information and the limit
less possibilities that are now available are often perceived
as overwhelming: the vast array of things that are on offer in
terms of technical, cultural or religious options evokes in

many people a hitherto unknown feeling of insecurity and
anxiety. Possible responses to such anxieties can be
aggressively defensive reactions, the temptation to adopt a
simplified, one-dimensional worldview or to escape into rel
ativism, syncretism or intolerance.

Not without reason, therefore, did we place the article by
Fr. Emmanuel Fianu, svd, on the question of religious

pluralism in the present issue, which follows an issue
devoted to the theme of fundamentalism (BDV 70/71).
For pluralism, taken in a positive sense, can very well be
a response to the intolerant narrowing of the world that
is effected by fundamentalism. Pluralism, not in the
sense of relativism or indifference, but in the sense of

"openness, dialogue and good relations", as our author
w r i t e s . P l u r a l i s m t h a t t a k e s i t s c l u e f r o m t h e a d v i c e o f

Paul to the Thessalonians: "Test everything. Hold on to
the good. Avoid every kind of evil" {I Thess 5:21-22).

After the theme of religious pluralism you will find in this
issue another crucial concern. For more than two years
now - since the October 11, 2002 to be precise - a
whole series of 40'" anniversaries have either already
b e e n c e l e b r a t e d o r h a v e b e e n a n n o u n c e d i n t h e

Catholic world: the 40'" anniversary of Sacrosanctum

Concilium, the 40'" anniversary of Unitatis Redintegratio,
the 40'" anniversary of Nostra Aetate, the 40'" anniver

sary of Gaudium et Spes, to name but a few. They are
all being celebrated for the same reason: that epochal
event that was announced by Pope John XXIII on

January 25,1959 and that was held in Rome, after inten
sive preparatory work, from October 11, 1962 to
December 8, 1965: the Second Vatican Council.

On November 18, 2005 another conciliar text will follow
suit in celebrating its 40'" anniversary: the Dogmatic
Const i tut ion on Divine Revelat ion, Dei Verbum. For a

long time this text lived a somewhat shadowy existence.
Unjustly so, because among other things Dei Verbum
performed the invaluable service of restoring awareness
of the central importance of Holy Scripture for the life of
the Church and offered important incentives and direc
tives regarding how the Bible is to be employed. In the
coming issues we will be following this Jubilee and pub
lishing articles on the significance of Dei Verbum from
the perspective of the different regions of the CBF. We
begin in the present issue with a more historically ori
ented article, which is devoted above all to the origin
and reception of Dei Verbum. The actual "birthday cele
bration" of the Dogmatic Constitution will take the form
of an International Congress which will be organized in

conjunction with the Pontifical Council for Promoting
Christian Unity and will be held in Rome in September
o f 2005 .

Test everything. Hold on to the good... With this in
mind, we hope you will read these articles with interest
and, of course, also the usual reports from the life of the
Federation, as well as the materials for the Bible week in
C o s t a R i c a .

Q)oto!l/o
C l a u d i o E t t I
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The Rediscovery of the Word of God

The Second Va t i can Counc i l and t he De i Ve rbum

C l a u d i o E t t I

It is one of the central and decisive events in the history
of Israel: On Sinai, in the very presence of God, Moses
r e c e i v e s f r o m t h e m o u t h o f Y a h w e h t h e T e n

Commandments, the divine teaching, v\/hich is then
sealed by the renewed covenant promise. But anyone
who expects, after this phenomenal peak experience on
the mountain, that Israel's journey will continue at the

high level of a lasting euphoria that would enable God's
people to find itself in a better world at a single stroke will
be disappointed: the revelation at the peak is followed

immediately by the sobering descent into the lowlands of
the everyday; the highlight on the mountain is followed

by the low point in the valley, symbolized in the argu
ment over the golden calf and its punitive conse

quences. And yet - Israel does ultimately make it into the
Promised Land. But in spite of the extraordinary Sinai
event, this road to Canaan is hardly a straight pathway;
rather it is a road full of bends and twists, obstacles and

challenges.

Reve la t i ons need to be abso rbed . Reve la t i ons need to be

received, thought through and translated into concrete
action. This is not always easy and the process is usually

accompanied by setbacks and conflicts. Revelations have
their concrete occasions and their concrete times. And yet
they transcend their concrete "back then" and exert their
influence on later times as well, in ever new and often

unexpected ways. Revelations do not simply cause
deserts to become Promised Land overnight; rather they
are signs that have the capacity to point the way forward
to that distant goal.

To compare the Second Vatican Council with the Sinai
event may seem something of a stretch, and it is hardly
my intention to establish an equation here. There is,
however, one point of comparison that is fairly obvious:
it can be said of the Council, too, that it is one of the dis

tinctive and central events in the life of the Church (as
Sinai was in the life of Israel). And as for its remarkable
vision and achievements, one could also say: they do
not disclose their transformative potential all at once;
rather they need to be absorbed, worked out and imple
mented in particular circumstances - precisely in the

everyday of ecclesial reality, after the "summit accom
plishment" in Rome.

A document of this Council, which for a long time led a

shadowy existence, is the Constitution on Divine Revela
tion, the Dei Verbum. It is certainly no exaggeration to
describe the Dei Verbum as a milestone on the journey of
the Catholic Church from the 20'" into the 21¨ century.
Milestones are directional markers; they offer orientation

regarding one's present location, but at the same time they
are pointers for the way that still lies ahead.

The following contribution is intended to be primarily the
first of these: orientation, i.e. a general description of
where we are today. It will first offer a brief overview on
the origin and a few of the central theses of the

"Dogmatic Constitution on the Divine Revelation", as the
document is officially called. (It will normally be cited
here in the conventional way, by its first words in the
Latin text: Dei Verbum.) A second section will highlight a
few important developments and results that were
inspired and influenced by the Dei Verbum in the
decades that followed. We will conclude with a short sur

vey of what lies ahead.

I . The Second Va t i can Counc i l and the De i
V e r b u m

1. "Hoc schema mihl non placet": On the genesis of
D e i V e r b u m

It belongs to the enduring achievements of Vatican II that
this Council contributed to the rediscovery of the central
significance of Holy Scripture for the life of the Catholic
Church and the lives of all believers. The need for a bib

lical animation of the pastoral life of the Church comes to
expression in many places within the total of 16 official
documents of the Council. The most important com-
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merits on this topic are, however, found in the Dei
Verbum, and there especially in Chapter VI. In that chap
ter, the Holy Scripture is referred to as the "soul of theol
ogy" (cf. Dl/24).

Gonciliar texts do not just fall "from the sky", any more
than did the texts of Holy Scripture itself; rather, they are
the result of a more or less lengthy and complicated
process of origination. In the case of the Dei Verbum
one can say that this drafting process was particularly
long, particularly complicated and also particularly con
troversial. A couple of highlights will illustrate this.

1.1 Scriptural Interpretation in the Catholic Church In
the first half of the 20"" century

The relat ionship of the Cathol ic Church, or the

Magisterium to Sacred Scripture, and especially to the
question of its interpretation, has not always been easy to
define or entirely free of tensions. By at least the middle
of the 19" century the growing significance of historical
and scientific-critical questions raised In the interpretation
of biblical texts was beginning to cause restlessness and
unease for many In the Catholic sphere and restrictive
counter-reactions on the part of the Magisterium.

However, positive developments were also simultane

ously in progress. One of the clearest Indications of this
was the encyclical Divino afflante Spiritu, "On Promoting
biblical Studies", issued by Pope Pius XII on 30"

September 1943. This encyclical committed Catholic
Biblical scholarship to scientific research. Despite the
dated character of this text and some backward steps
that were taken in the years that followed its release, it is
almost impossible to overestimate the significance of
Divino afflante Spiritu. Thanks to Its "revolutionary

Impact" (R.B. Robinson)', the Bible received growing
attention In the time following its publication not only

among Catholic biblical scholars, but also in the
Church's pastoral ministry.

In spite of its initial positive reception, questions of bibli
cal interpretation nevertheless continued to be debated
and discussed. Precisely in the period between the

announcing of the Council by Pope John XXIII, in
January 1959, and its opening on October 11, 1962 the
ongoing discussions were particularly intensive.

Shortly before the beginning of the Council, in 1961, and
with the consent of the Pontifical Biblical Commission,

the Ho ly Of f i ce (whose name was changed to

"Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith" in 1965)
published a Monltum entitled De germane veritate his-
torica et obiectiva s. Scripturae ("On the genuine, histor
ical and objective truth of Holy Scripture"). This single-

page document amounted to an attempt to back away
from or at least to severely limit the marked openness to
the raising of historical questions that had existed

already for years In the Catholic sphere. Although It con

tains a few positive remarks on the newly awakening
interest In the Bible In Catholic circles, this document pri
marily warns of the negative consequences of a too his
torically orientated approach to the life and activity of
Jesus. This could lead, said the document, to confusion
and a weakening of faith among the faithful. Although it
was merely a short document and of very general scope,
the text was Interpreted as more regressive than pro
gressive in overall effect. Other occurrences of the time -
such as among other things the withdrawal of teaching
permits (restored following the Council) from two profes
sors of the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome - strength
ened this impression.

Even during the Council, between the third and fourth ses
sions, there appeared on 21 April 1964 an Instruction of
t h e P o n t i f i c a l B i b l i c a l C o m m i s s i o n e n t i t l e d : D e h i s t o r i c a

evangeliorum veritate ("On the historical truth of the
Gospels"). In contrast to the Monitum of 1961 this docu
ment laid strong emphasis on the value and utility of the
historical-critical approach to biblical texts. Citing Divino

Afflante Spiritu it explicitly urged
Cathol ic Scr ip ture scholars to

employ such methods. Moreover,
this document developed a three-
leve l model for understanding

Gospel origins, one that made a
c lea r d i s t i nc t i on be tween the t ime o f

the earthly Jesus, the time of the

post-Easter community and the time
when the earlier traditions were put
into fixed form in the Gospels. Side

by side with this type of comment one also finds a few
somewhat more reserved and cautious passages that
w a r n o f u n c r i t i c a l a n d i m m o d e r a t e u s e o f h i s t o r i c a l m e t h

ods. In the main section of the text, however, positive

expressions predominate in this instruction - which for this
reason shou ld be unders tood as a c lear and dec is ive c la r

ification in the already yearlong dispute over the meaning
of the document on Div ine Reve la t ion o f Vat ican I I .

Thus far, a short look at events from the perimeters of the
Council that focused primarily on the question of the jus
tification (as well as the dangers) of an historically orien
tated biblical Interpretation. But there were other Impor
tant developments In the field of the biblical apostolate,
or ministry before or during the Council that also had a
formative influence on the Dei Verbum. Among these
should be mentioned the birth of the biblical-liturgical
movement with its rediscovery of the Bible, the founding
of Biblical Associations on the Catholic side, the sub

s t a n t i a l i n c r e a s e o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n b e t w e e n C a t h o l i c

and Protestant scholars, etc.

1 .2 The debates on the con ten ts and the d i rec t ion o f the

D e i V e r b u m

O n N o v e m b e r 1 8 , 1 9 6 5 t h e C o u n c i l r e l e a s e d t h e

"Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation", the Dei

!
Pope John XIII

5
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Verbum. The formal designation "Dogmatic Constitu
tion" shows the importance that was ascribed to this text.
Though it did not quite amount to a dogmatic definition,
it nevertheless amounted to an expression of the highest

teaching office of the Catholic Church.

The Dei Verbum was perhaps one of the most strongly
debated texts of the Council and as such it had an excit

ing and complex pre-history. In the preparatory commis
sion, circles of a more traditional bent managed to put

forward a draft that was very con
s e r v a t i v e i n i t s o r i e n t a t i o n a n d t h a t

would have turned back the wheel

of history. Very quickly, however, it
became clear that the majority of
the council fathers disapproved of
this draft. When on November 14,

1962 it was first proposed for dis
cussion at a meeting marked by
h e a t e d d e b a t e s , i t e n c o u n t e r e d

n , A u;, , heavy cr i t ic ism. Cardinal Lienart ofC a r d i n a l A c h i l l e L i e n a r l .
Lille expressed the opinion of many

o f t h e C o u n c i l f a t h e r s w h e n h e u t t e r e d t h e n o w f a m o u s

and often cited words: Hoc schema mihi nan placet

("I don't like this draft").

In spite of all the criticism, a complete rejection of the draft
is defeated in the next council vote. However, in order to
avoid a still more heated debate, John XXIII decides dur

ing the night to withdraw the schema on his own authori
ty. The Pope appoints a new coordinating commission,
which is endowed in equal proportions with representa
tives of the conservative and the progressive wings, with
a c o m m i s s i o n t o w o r k o u t a n e w d r a f t . O n e o f i t s t w o

chairmen is Cardinal Augustin Bea, who in the 1930s had
b e e n r e c t o r o f t h e P o n t i f i c a l B i b l i c a l I n s t i t u t e . S i n c e t h a t

time, he had been significantly contributing to the positive
developments just mentioned in the relationship of the
Church to biblical interpretation. In the end, however, it
was to be three full years, till the last period of council ses
sions, before the Constitution on Revelation could finally
be brought to a vote. After lengthy preparatory work,
which demanded compromises from both sides, the
Constitution was finally accepted on November 18, 1965
with 2,344 yes-votes and only 6 no-votes. It was solemn
ly proclaimed on the very same day.

In the light of this pre-history it is no surprise that the Dei
Verbum comes across in part as a typical compromise
text. The "ambiguity" encountered in many places in the
text - which one could alternatively describe in more

positive terms as "openness" of expression - for the
most part affect those passages which have to do with
doctrinal issues, such as the precise nature of revelation,
the relationship between Scripture and tradition or the

relationship of Scripture and magisterium. But the state
ments made by the Dei Verbum on the significance of

Holy Scripture for the life of the Church and on the impor

tance of a biblical interpretation appropriate for our time
are indisputably positive and unambiguous.

2. "Magna Charta": Essential contents of the Dei
V e r b u m

Of the many substantive elements of the Dei Verbum

only three will be highlighted here, all of which are of sig
nificance especially for the realm of the interpretation of
the B ib l e i n t he Chu rch .

2.1 Exegesis

For defining the relationship between biblical scholar

ship and the teaching office of the Church and for the
question of the value and significance of scientific exe
gesis, articles 11-13 of the Dei Verbum (Chapter III) are
of particular importance.

In article 12 the fundamental principles of historical criti
cism are quite clearly laid out, for the first time in the con
text of a conciliar document. Moreover, these principles
are explicitly endorsed and acknowledged as necessary.
T h e h i s t o r i c a l c h a r a c t e r o f r e v e l a t i o n a n d t h e h u m a n

form of its transmission are emphasized, as is the impor
tant role a Magisterium, It is hardly surprising therefore
that for many Catholic biblical scholars this very article
12 of the Dei Verbum represented something like the

"Magna Charta" for their exegetical work.

The fact that Catholic biblical scholars have been able to

move about freely for a long time now in the wide field of
biblical interpretation, employing all the reasonable aids
and methods, and that they are able to do so with con
siderable self-confidence - all of this they attribute in no
small way to the Second Vatican Council and above all
t o t he De i Ve rbum.

The historical-critical methods, which at the time of the

Council were still the storm center of debates regarding
the task and the goal of Catholic biblical interpretation,
have since been the subject of further developments,
and the soft spots and limitations of the approach have

long since been recognized. Nevertheless, that biblical
texts have their histories, that they arose in a concrete
historical and religious context and that the knowledge of
this context is of importance even for a contemporary

understanding and interpretation of these texts - that
these central principles of biblical interpretation have
become irrevocably anchored in the consciousness of
the Church - all of this is due in no small part to the Dei
Verbum. The scientific study of the Bible in Catholic cir
cles has long since ceased to be dominated by the "clas
sical" historical-critical questions (as was often the case
in the years immediately following the Council). In the
meantime, the repertory of exegetical methods has been
considerably expanded. New approaches to the Bible
continued and continue to be opened up, such as meth
ods based on the dynamics of communication between
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a text and its readers or those that adopt a canonical
approach to the Bible, to mention just two of the more
r e c e n t t r e n d s .

All of this attests to the fact that the Dei Verbum offered

important impulses for the further development of a sci
entifically grounded biblical Interpretation. To be honest,
however, it should be mentioned that the Implementation
of the major lines of direction as well as the goals of the
Constitution was by no means an entirely smooth process.
Central pillars of the existing relationship between Holy
Scripture, ecclesiastical teaching and scientific exegesis
were removed by the Dei Verbum, but the concrete

working out of exactly what it is that should replace them
is a complex and many-sided process that is still very
much ongoing.

2.2 Biblical pastoral ministry

The Dei Verbum also provided far-reaching inspiration for
the area of biblical pastoral ministry. In this regard articles
21-26 (Chapter VI) are above all of importance.

Ar t i c le 21 reads :

The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures just as
she venerates the body of the Lord, since, especially in the
sacred liturgy, she unceasingly receives and offers to the faith
ful the bread of life from the table both of God's word and of

Christ's body. She has always maintained them, and contin
ues to do so, together with sacred tradition, as the supreme
rule of faith, since, as inspired by God and committed once
and for all to writing, they Impart the word of God Himself with
out change, and make the voice of the Holy Spirit resound in
the words of the prophets and Apostles. Therefore, like the
Christian religion itself, all the preaching of the Church must
be nourished and regulated by Sacred Scripture. For in the
sacred books, the Father who Is in heaven meets His children

with great love and speaks with them; and the force and

power in the Word of God is so great that it stands as the sup
port and energy of the Church, the strength of faith for her
sons, the food of the soul, the pure and everlasting source of

spiritual life. Consequently these words are perfectly applica
ble to Sacred Scripture: "For the Word of God is living and
active" (Heb. 4:12) and "it has power to build you up and give
you your heritage among all those who are sanctified" (Acts
20:32; see 1 Thess. 2:13).

This first article together with the last article (26) consti
tutes the framework of the whole chapter. In both, the
veneration of the Word of God is set in parallel with the
veneration of the Eucharist. Both, the table of the bread
and the table of the Word should be prepared for and
accessible to all the faithful. Of special significance, too,
is the statement that Holy Scripture must be "the
supreme rule of faith" and the basis of all Christian
preaching. Likewise central is the role that regular Bible
studies play in education and in the life of clerics, as well
as of all believers, For, as it says in article 25 citing the
words of Saint Jerome: "Ignorance of the Scriptures is
ignorance of Christ."

The text goes on in article 22:

Easy access to Sacred Scripture should be provided for all
the Christian faithful (christfidelibus aditus ad Sanctam

Scripturam late pateat opportet). ... But since the Word of
God should be accessible at all times, the Church by her

authority and with maternal concern sees to it that suitable
and correct translations are made into different languages,
especially from the original texts of the sacred books.

H e r e w e e n c o u n t e r a n e x c e l l e n t f o r m u l a t i o n o f t h e

Council. It describes the necessity and the character
of a biblical pastoral ministry, To provide "easy access
to Sacred Scripture" - this includes promoting the
translation and distribution of the Bible as well as pro

viding people with the resources and the opportuni
ties to enter into a life-relevant dialogue with the Word
of God. In article 25 this point is addressed in the fol

lowing words:

It devolves on sacred bishops ...to give the faithful entrust

ed to them suitable instruction in the right use of the divine
books, especially the New Testament and above all the
Gospels. This can be done through translations of the
sacred texts, which are to be provided with the necessary
and really adequate explanations so that the children of the
Church may safely and profitably become conversant with
the Sacred Scriptures and be penetrated with their spirit.
Furthermore, editions of the Sacred Scriptures, provided
with suitable footnotes, should be prepared also for the

use of non-Christians and adapted to their situation. Both

pastors of souls and Christians generally should see to the
wise distribution of these in one way or another.

3 5 Y e a r s o f C B F

Exactly a year after I took office as Director of the Catholic Biblical Association in Stuttgart came the meeting
of the CBF in Bogota, which I experienced as very moving. The paper given by Carlos Masters at that mee
ting I found really inspiring, as I did the open and fonward-looking atmosphere of the meeting. Since that time
it has become clear to me how important the CBF is for the solidarity of Catholic Biblical Associations world

wide, for mutual exchange, mutual stimulation in our work. I think of the many people I came to know, espe
cially during the meeting in Bogota, who are inspired by the Bible. I realize that I am not alone with my pro
blems here in Germany. To my surprise I have noticed how almost all Bible workers in basic communities

have difficulties with the hierarchical church. They complain of the lack of financial assistance, but above all of the lack of moral

support, A worldwide problem. Even more so, I find it striking how little Bible work is cherished and fostered by the hierarchy. My
impression is that although the hierarchy does nothing to hinder Bible work, neither is it particularly fostered or promoted.

F r . F r a n z - J o s e f O r t k e m p e r , D i r e c t o r K a t h o l i s c h e s B i b e l w e r k ( C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l A s s o c i a t i o n ) , G e r m a n y !
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In summary, it could be said that the Dei Verbum, partic

ularly article 22, represents the "Magna Charta" for the
work of all those who are actively engaged in biblical
pastoral ministry. Their goal Is to cultivate an awareness
of the importance of the Bible and to support the forma
tion of all the faithful in the right use of the Bible.

A number of other themes that were significantly impact
ed by the Dei Verbum could be cited here. Among these,
the question of the importance of the Bible for the liturgy
and for the education of clerics, and the central recogni
tion of the fact that the Old and New Testaments belong

together are two that merit attention. The necessity of
interconfessional collaboration in the area of Bible trans

lation should also be mentioned here. The Dei Verbum

gives Catholic Christians the explicit commission to work
on Bible translations, and to do so In collaboration with
their sisters and brothers of other confessions {cf. DV22:
"And should the opportunity arise and the Church
authorities approve, if these translations are produced in
co-operation with the separated brethren as well, all
Christians will be able to use them"). This conclllar

assignment Issued to Catholics has resulted in collabo
ration and cooperation with many Institutions and organ
izations from other churches and ecclesial communities.

This brief and cursory backward look shows that the Dei
Verbum truly represents a milestone In the history of the
Catholic Church and its relation to Holy Scripture. The
f r u i t s o f t h i s r e m a r k a b l e d o c u m e n t h a v e i n d e e d b e e n

many and various.

II. The first 40 years after Dei Verbum

What results would emerge if we took stock today of the
nearly forty years of the reception history of this conclllar
text? Here too, without making any claim to complete
ness, we will highlight especially three points.

1. The awakening of biblical pastoral ministry

In the course of the years following the Dei Verbum a
number of new approaches to the Bible saw rapid devel

opment. A real explosion took place in Catholic Bible
production. Alongside the existing Bible translations.

new translations were and are being produced in numer
ous countries of the world. Pastorally oriented commen
taries on the Bible were also being written. Materials and

study aids for biblical pastoral ministry likewise began to
appear, as did Bible correspondence courses and other
related activities at the grass-roots level. New approach
es to the Bible, such as bibliodrama, for example, were

developed: and new life was breathed into old proven
methods such as that of lectio divina. The training of cler
ics and lay catechists - the formation of the formators -
was thoroughly revisited in the light of the newly discov
ered central role of Scripture that took place in the years

following the publication of the Dei Verbum. More recent
ly, the advantages of the "newer" media and means of
communication such as the computer, the internet and
e-mail have also increasingly been seen as a useful
resource for the biblical pastoral ministry. In short: In all
the regions of the world, biblical pastoral ministry Is
experiencing a dramatic upturn, and the impact of this
biblical animation of the pastoral life of the Church is
almost everywhere to be felt.

2 . T h e C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l F e d e r a t i o n

It is hardly an exaggeration to describe the Catholic
B i b l i c a l F e d e r a t i o n a s a " c h i l d " o f t h e S e c o n d V a t i c a n

Council, since the Federation was created specifically to
carry out the recommendations of the Second Vatican
Council concerning the Bible, particularly with respect to
Dei Verbum, Chapter VI. The Dei Verbum Is thus the
lead-text of the Federation, and Chapter VI of the
Cons t i tu t ion I t s rea l mot to and the le i tmo t i f o f i t s work .

The Idea of such an organization for promoting the
Catholic biblical apostolate was already proposed in
1950 by the Austrian Canonicus Pius Parsch, one of the

protagonists for a renewed liturgy and an awakened
interest In Scripture. On the 6'" of October 1964, during
the th i rd sess ion o f t he Second Va t i can Counc i l , a

request for an organization of this kind was again made
by Bishop Emile Cekada of Skopje, former Yugoslavia.
The idea was then brought to fruition by Cardinal Bea
who in 1968 called together for consultation in Rome the

existing directors of Catholic biblical-pastoral organiza
tions. Finally, on April 16, 1969 the Federation was

35 Yea rs o f CBF

The encounter of persons coming from Africa, Asia, Latin America, North America and Europe made me poig-
nantly aware of the richness of the religious and cultural settings in which the biblical pastoral ministry
attempts to take root, of the multiplicity of forms which this ministry takes and must take, but also of the inte-
rest, necessity and difficulty of bringing these different approaches into a respectful and constructive dialo-
gue with each other. This is for me one of the major challenges for the CBF as a federation. It must imple-
ment structures which permit this common reflection and help it to bear fruit in dialogue with the Individual
organisms, with subregions and regions and which seek to communicate to the larger Catholic Christian

community their common concerns, convictions and commitments.

Thomas P. Osborne, coordinator of the Southern and Western European subregion 1996-2002, Luxembourg
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founded, also in cooperation with Cardinal Willebrands,
chair of the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity.

Till today the CBF remains affiliated with what is now
called the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian
Unity and it has for a long time been the institution for the
biblical pastoral ministry within the Catholic Church. First
c a l l e d " W o r l d C a t h o l i c F e d e r a t i o n f o r t h e B i b l i c a l

Apostolate". its name was simplified to "Catholic Biblical
Federation" in 1990. Today the CBF is represented by
3 1 1 m e m b e r s i n 1 2 7 c o u n t r i e s o f t h e w o r l d . T h o u s a n d s

of women and men have become engaged in the most
varied realms of biblical pastoral

minist ry and Bib le work. As
priests, religious, catechists and
dedicated lay men and women

they perform the work of evange
l i z a t i o n i n t h e m o s t v a r i e d c o n

texts and cultures. They translate
the Bible into local languages In

CaMAugustinBe,
(and there are still thousands of

such languages). They train women and men, cate
chists, teachers, lay collaborators or future priests. They
do serious research on the books of Scripture and pro
duce biblical pastoral materials for community or class
room work. They develop new Bible-reading methods,

e.g., for Bible circles In "small Christian communities", or
offer biblical seminars and workshops. Their contribu
tions extend to social projects in education and commu

nity work, as well as to the production of periodicals,
radio or television programs - and much more. Thus, the
Catho l i c B ib l i ca l Fede ra t i on i s a v ib ran t ne twork tha t c re

ates bonds between people of all regions, cultures and
n a t i o n s ,

3. The Instruction on the "Interpretation of the Bible
i n t h e C h u r c h " a n d o t h e r d o c u m e n t s

The Dei Verbum was to remain for many years the most

important official announcement of the ecclesiastical
Magisterium on the meaning of the Bible and its inter
pretation in the life of the Catholic Church. But even dur
ing this post-conciliar period a series of further docu
ments and pronouncements devoted to this were to

appear. Among these the most important is undoubted
ly the instruction of the Pontifical Biblical Commission
entitled: "The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church",
which was published in 1993 on the occasion of the 100'"
and 50'" anniversaries, respectively, of the two so-called
biblical encyclical "Providentissimus Deus" (Leo XIII) and
"Divino Afflante Spiritu" (Pius XII). This text first offers a
comprehensive and instructive overview of the methods
and tools of biblical scholarship that have become more

developed and specialized since the Dei Verbum. It
sketches guidelines for handling these methods and

puts in place a number of fundamental hermeneutical
principles. The summary of methods here is fairly

exhaustive, and alongside the historical critical methods,
newer scientific and literary methods as well as insights
f r o m t h e h u m a n s c i e n c e s a r e a l s o t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t .

Particularly important in this connection is the unam
biguous and sharp rejection by the commission of every
form of fundamentalistic reading of the Bible. Of special
interest is the last part of the document, which concerns
itself explicitly with the significance of Scripture and its
interpretation in the life of the Church. There can be no
doubt, however, that it confirms once again the central
role of Scripture in the life of the Church and the special

importance of biblical pastoral ministry, or the biblical
apostolate.

Further publications of the Magisterium that pointed the

way forward on the question of the interpretation of the
Bible in the Church will be only briefly mentioned here:
such as the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi of
Pope Paul VI "On proclaiming the Gospel in the world of
today" (1975) and another document of the Pontifical
Biblical Commission from the year 2001, which treated
the question of the meaning of the Old Testament for
Jews and for Christians ("The Jewish People and their
Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible"). These docu
ments, too, are to be seen In the broader context of the
reception of the Dei Verbum.

During the constituent assembly of the WCFBA (now CBF); in the cen
tre Pope Paul VI and Cardinal Willebrands

On the way to Canaan

This incomplete and above all historically intended back
ward look at the origin and influence (Wirkungs-

geschichte) of the Dei Verbum shows that this text is still a
vital force even four decades after its publication and that
it continues to have a profound influence on the life of the
Church. The rediscovery of the Word of God, which had

begun even before the Council, came to full fruition
through the work of the Second Vatican Council. In the
time after the Council, the Dei Verbum became fert i le

ground for numerous positive developments. The hope
expressed by the Council that "the treasure of revelation,
entrusted to the Church, may more and more fill the hearts
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of men" {DV 26) has been brought to fruition and contin
ues to be brought to fruition in the most varied realms.

In spite of all these positive developments and events
that have taken place in the course of the last forty years
there still remain open questions which have posed new

challenges (and opened new opportunities) that could
hardly have been dreamed of by the council fathers.

The world of today faces a great variety of challenges
and problems. It is not only global challenges such as
the problem of the growing influence of fundamentalism,
the crisis of the churches and of faith, the difficulties of

interreligious and intercultura! dialogue that must be
confronted: rather, such challenges must be faced in the
n a r r o w e r e c c l e s i a s t i c a l r e a l m a s w e l l .

The Bible as the Word of God, with its life and faith his
tories can make an important contribution to the con

fronting of such questions. When it is discovered and
interpreted anew, in every age and by every generation,
as a witness to the relationship of God with His people;
when its liberating message is unraveled and applied to

people's actual life situations; when men and women
red iscove r the mu l t i f ace ted cha rac te r o f t he i r own l i ves i n

the tex t s and l i f e h i s to r i es o f t he "anc ien t " b i b l i ca l books
- then Scripture is unfolding its potential to transform

human l i ves and w i th them the wor ld . Th is i s wha t makes

it visible, almost palpable, that Scripture is at one and the
same time a historical document of the past and a faith
witness for the present, that these aspects do not stand
in contradiction or competition, but that they belong

inseparably together.

Such an understanding has an impact on biblical pas
toral praxis and on exegetical work, as well as on the way
the two relate to each other. The question as to how
mutual exchange and interplay between academic-sci
entific studies on the one hand and the concrete, practi
cal work in the field of biblical pastoral ministry on the
other can be improved and intensified still remains a

challenge. More than ever is it necessary to find methods
(and persons, too) that have the capacity to build

bridges, so that scientific study of the Bible and biblical
pastoral praxis do not approach Scripture in their own
independent ways, but can rather be seen as two panels
that belong together, of one and the same door. 1 mean

by this that door which stands wide open and enables
access to Scripture.

Revelations need to be worked out, absorbed. Compa
red to what would be a "normal" reception period for an
Ecumenical Council in the Catholic Church, the now
almost 40 years that have elapsed since the Second
Vatican Council and the Dei Verbum would actually
appear to be a relatively short time. In such matters,
things tend to be measured in centuries rather than in
decades. In other words: today, 40 years later, we still
find ourselves in the mid-phase of the impact and recep
tion of this important document, but by no means at its
end. Much has been achieved in this time, important

goals have already been reached on the road traveled by
the word of God, a number of milestones have already
been passed along the way. But at the same time much
remains to be done. The peak-experience of the Council
is an event of history, the return into ecclesial reality is
our present. But the journey toward the Promised Land
c o n t i n u e s . . .

(Transl: L. Maluf)

' Robinson, Robert Bruce. Roman Catholic Exegesis since

Divino Afflante Spiritu. Hermeneutical Implications
(=SBL.DS 111), Atlanta 1988, p. 23.

3 5 Y e a r s o f C B F

The Catholic, and by this I mean the worldwide and comprehensive unity in diversity has taken on not only
one but many faces for me through the CBF: lay, religious, priests, bishops, members of many different cul
tures, nationalities and language communities, representatives of different spiritualities and theological tradi
tions - all of these have marked and continue to mark the life of the CBF.

The CBF has thus become a mirror of the Bible itself, with its 72 books, its numerous and highly varied cha-
racters and narratives, with the great lines of hope for redemption through Jesus Christ, of trust in the one God,

and of love for the poor and disadvantaged, but also with the tension-filled multiplicity of different world and life experiences.

M

Daniel Kosch, EC moderator 1996-2001, Swi tzer land
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L i f e o f t h e F e d e r a t i o n

A F R I C A

Ghana: Bringing God's Word Down to Earth. Dei Verbum Course 2004
"For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and return not thither but water
the earth, making it bring forth and sprout giving seed to the sower and bread to the

eater, so shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty,
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it."

This prophetic word from the Book of Isaiah (Is 55:10-11) was the source for the motto of
the Dei Verbum course 2004 "That God's Word might come down to earth" which took

place in Adoagyiri-Nsawam from August 9'" to September 23'^

30 participants, two thirds of them lay. from nine of the country's different dioceses took
part in the course, among them many women. During the forty-day course, experts
offered work sessions on a wide variety of topics. The spectrum ranged from the purely
biblical (Kingdom of God, message of Jesus, the land of the Bible, etc.) to general eccle
siastical (Church as community of communities, the Second Vatican Council etc.) to bib
lical pastoral themes (Bible-sharing, lectio divina, Basic Bible Seminar etc.). The person
al exchanges people were able to have with one another and the information they were
able to share on pastoral activities went a long way toward restoring a closer union of
hearts and minds among the multipliers and animators for Bible work in Ghana - so that
G o d ' s W o r d m i g h t c a u s e t h e e a r t h " t o s p r o u t a n d s h o o t " . !

D i v i n e W o r d M i s s i o n a r i e s -

G h a n a P r o v i n c e

Fr. Hans van Kempen, svd
P . O . B o x 2 4 7

A c c r a

G h a n a

T e l . : + 2 3 3 - 2 1 - 2 2 2 7 2 8

F a x : + 2 3 3 - 2 1 - 2 1 2 3 1 6 1 9

E-mai l : hans@ghana.com

A M E R I C A S

Ecuador: Meeting of the Members of FEBIC LAC In the Boilvarlan Zone
Representatives of the CBF member organizations from the zone of the so-called
Bolivarian countries of Bolivia, Columbia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela held a meeting
from September 10'" to 12'", 2004, in Betania, the center of social education of the
Ecuadorian Bishops' Conference, near the capital city of Quito.

The meeting adopted as its motto: "The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us" (Jn
1:14). It afforded us the opportunity to come together as brothers and sisters, to share
our experiences, and to reflect on the significance of a biblical animation of the Church's
pastoral ministry and how it should be conceived concretely, especially in light of the
upcoming 40'" anniversary of the Conciliar Constitution Dei Verbum.

Alexander M. Schweitzer, General Secretary of the CBF, was with us and his presence
and active participation strengthened our bonds of union with the Federation. Also pres
ent at the meeting was Fr. Efraim Martinez, Executive Secretary of the Department of
Mission and Spirituality of the Latin American Bishops' Council (CELAM).

Conferencia Episcopal

E c u a t o r l a n a

Comislon Episcopal del

Magisterio de la Igiesia
Avenlda America 1805 y La
G a s c a

Apartado 17-01-1081
Q u i t o

E c u a d o r

T e l . : + 5 9 3 - 2 - 3 2 0 2 4 0 6

Fax : +593 -2 -256 61 50

E - m a i l :

magisterlo@confep.org.ec
W e b s i t e :

www.lglesiaecuador.org.ee

We devoted a good part of the first day of this meeting to getting to know each other bet
ter and to sharing our experiences, successes and challenges with one another. The next


