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

a One of the most important
a c h i e v e m e n t s o f t h e S e c o n d

Vatican Council (1962-1965)
w a s t o h a v e r e m i n d e d u s o f

the central significance of the
B i b l e f o r t h e C h u r c h a n d t h e

world. A decisive part in this
was played by a document,

yesi's of prepara-
^od discussion, was

the las t o f the conc i l ia r tex ts to

b e r e l e a s e d , t h e s o - c a l l e d C o n s t i t u t i o n o n D i v i n e

Revelation, Dei Verbum. A text that "led to a growing
awareness of the significance of Holy Scripture, pro
moted the biblical pastoral ministry, and gave new
impetus to the scientific study of the Bible", as Cardinal
Walter Kasper, President of the Pontifical Council for

Promoting Christian Unity, put it.

Dei Verbum was at the same time the founding docu
ment of the Catholic Biblical Federation (CBF) and
remains its "Magna Charta" even today. The Federation
was founded by Pope Paul VI after the Council precise

ly in order to implement the Council's commission to
make possible an understandable and life-related
access to Holy Scripture for as many people as possible

(cf. DV22).

Already during the Sixth CBF Plenary Assembly in 2002
in Lebanon the idea emerged to celebrate the 40"'

anniversary of Dei Verbum in the framework of an inter
national meeting. For this reason the CBF and the
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, to
which the CBF has been affiliated since its founding,
issued a joint invitation to the Dei Verbum Congress,
which took place from September 14-18, 2005 in Rome,
The motto for this congress "Sacred Scripture in the Life
of the Church" was taken directly from the sixth chapter
o f t h e C o n s t i t u t i o n o n D i v i n e R e v e l a t i o n .

decisive role of Scripture for the Church, but also gave
new and important impulses to the work of the Catholic
B i b l i c a l F e d e r a t i o n .

The present issue of the Bulletin Dei Verbum documents
a few of the important texts of the Dei Verbum Congress.
Besides the opening addresses and the address of

Pope Benedict XVI, which took place during the private
audience at Castel Gandolfo, you will also find the three
main papers that were given on each of the three work

days of the congress. Further contributions from the
panels and from the various plenary session events of
the congress will follow in upcoming issues. Additional
information and texts from the congress can also be
accessed on the Internet at www.deiverbum2005.org.

The Church "is a community that listens to and pro
c l a i m s t h e W o r d o f G o d . T h e C h u r c h d o e s n o t l i v e f r o m

itself but from the Gospel, and from the Gospel it draws
direction for its journey ever and anew." With these
words, Pope Benedict described the central position
that belongs to Holy Scripture in the life of the Church.

The measure of our personal behavior as Christians as
well as of the action of the Church as a whole can only
ever be God's revelation, his good news of salvation for
all human beings. It is to this Gospel that we are orien
ted and we must allow ourselves to be measured by it:
"For, as the rain and the snow come down from heaven
and do not return to it without watering the earth and

making it bud and flourish so that it yields seed for the
sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes
out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but
will accomplish what 1 desire and achieve the purpose
for which I sent it" (Is 55:10-11).

I wish you an interesting reading and send you warm

greetings from the General Secretariat.

Among the approximately 450 participants were more r\ . ^ ^
than 160 representatives of CBF member-institutions. vJ/O'-Oiijto
Many of the speakers, too, as well as numerous moder- Claudio EttI
ators of the various sessions, were drawn from their
ranks. The congress thus became an extraordinary
event - one that not only brought clearly to light the
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"Sacred Scripture In the Life of the
Church: 40'*' Anniversary of Dei Verbum"
International Congress In Rome

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 a n d t h e P o n t i f i c a l

Council for Promoting Christian Unity were joint organiz
ers of an international congress in Rome to celebrate the
occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the promulgation of
Dei Verbum. This congress entitled "Sacred Scripture in
the Life of the Church" took place In Rome from

September 14-18, 2005.

The congress was not about celebrating a piece of paper
and merely looking back. The point was rather an honest

assessment, a critical evaluation of the present situation
and, consequently, a discussion of central questions and
challenges which a pastoral ministry In the 21" century
taking Its Inspiration from Sacred Scripture would have to
raise - against the background of the inner-ecclesial situ
ation, with an eye to ecumenical dialogue, In the context
of a variety of cultures and religions, and in dialogue with

society and with the world.

Since this was to take place at the level of the universal
Church, all Bishops' Conferences were invited, as were
a l s o t h e m e m b e r s o f t h e C B F a n d n u m e r o u s o t h e r i n s t i

tutions and Individuals engaged in Bible work, As it was

being conceived and planned, the hope also resonated
that the congress in Rome would be In a position to con
tribute to a further sharpening of consciousness with

respect to the concerns of Dei Verbum also in the central
ecclesial structures. And, finally, the organizers had in
mind a possible function of the congress as a door-open
er for a Bishops' Synod on the Word of God - especially
against the background of the celebration of a Bishops'
Synod on the Eucharist that was to take place at almost
t h e s a m e t i m e .

Almost 450 participants from 100 countries around the

globe attended the congress, among them more than
60 cardinals, bishops and other church dignitaries as
well as numerous high-ranking officials of other religious
c o n f e s s i o n s .

A total of 18 panels and discussion forums dealt with rel
evant questions pertaining to biblical pastoral ministry.
The topics concerned: exegesis, catechesis and liturgy,
ecumenical topics, interreligious dialogue with Judaism,
Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism, the challenges created
by religious sects and the growing problem of funda
mentalism, the question of religious values in today's sec
ularized societies and the theme of justice and peace in a

globalized world.

Main speakers at the congress were Cardinal Walter

Kasper, the former archbishop of Milan, Cardinal Carlo
Maria Martini, and archbishop John Onaiyekan, chair
man of the Symposium of the Episcopal Conferences of
Africa and Madagascar. Besides these main addresses
more than 50 internationally renowned biblical specialists
also contributed as guest speakers. A highlight of the

congress was the celebration of mass in St. Peter's
Basilica, followed by a private audience with Pope
Benedict XVI. As a young theologian and professor of
fundamental theology and dogmatics at that time,

Joseph Ratzinger was actively engaged in the intensive
c o n s u l t a t i o n s o n D e i V e r b u m . H i s a u t h o r i t a t i v e c o m m e n

tary on Dei Verbum, valid to this day, was published
shortly after the closing of the Council.

An exhibition took place in parallel with the congress
where some 30 biblical pastoral organizations presented
their biblical materials - from translations, religious books
on specialized themes, journals, programs of study and

training to materials for Internet, radio and television.

It would be unrealistic. Indeed presumptuous, to want

already to declare this congress a success. For one thing,
since we are still too close to the event; for another, since
Its fruits precisely in the area of consciousness-raising are
difficult to measure or to quantify. But there are indicators
that enable us to get some idea of the first tender fruits of
this congress. For example, the bishops who took part
have agreed to take up corresponding initiatives in their

respective Bishops' Conferences. A resolution on full
membership in the CBF, the establishment of a biblical
pastoral department in two Bishops' Conferences, the
i n t e n t i o n t o i n t r o d u c e a n a t i o n a l B i b l e w e e k e n d a n d t h e

plan of a diocesan bishop to erect a biblical training cen
ter in an empty seminary building perhaps also belong to
these first fruits. In the name of the congressional partici

pants the Holy Father received a letter in which the idea
of a Bishops' Synod on the Word of God is raised, an

objective which the CBF has been pursuing for many
years. The same suggestion was taken up in a number of
speeches during the Synod on the Eucharist. We are,
therefore, confident that the insights and results of the
congress will not remain confined to the circle of the par
ticipants; rather, its effects will be seen in the local
c h u r c h e s a n d a t t h e g r a s s r o o t s l e v e l . !
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Message of the Holy Father
Lord Cardinals, venerable brothers in the episcopate and in the priesthood, dear brothers and sisters:

My most cordial greeting to all of you who are participating in the congress on Sacred Scripture in the Life of the Church, convoked
through the initiative of the Catholic Biblical Federation and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, with the purpose of
commemorating the 40" anniversary of the promulgation of the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum. I congratu
late you on this initiative which concerns one of the most important documents of the Second Vatican Council.

I greet the Lord Cardinals and the Bishops, who are the primary witnesses of the Word of God, the theologians who investigate,
explain and convey it in the language of today, and the pastors who seek in it solutions relevant to the problems of our time. I hearti
ly thank all those who work in the service of the translation and diffusion of the Bible, supplying the means for expounding it, teach
ing it and interpreting its message. In this sense, a special thanks goes to the Catholic Biblical Federation for their activities, for the
biblical pastoral ministry they promote, for their faithful adherence to the direction of the Magisterium and for their spirit of openness
to ecumenical collaboration in the biblical field. I express my profound joy for the presence at the congress of the delegati fraterni of
the Churches and Ecclesial Communities of the East and the West and I greet with cordial deference those who are attending as rep
resentatives of the great religions of the world.

The Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum, whose drafting I witnessed in person, taking part as a young theologian in the lively discus
sions that accompanied it, opens with an expression of profound significance: "Dei Verbum religiose audiens et fideliter proclamans,
Sacrosancta Synodus ...". By employing this expression, the Council indicates an aspect of the Church that qualifies it in its
essence: it is a community that listens to and proclaims the Word of God. The Church does not live from itself but from the Gospel,
and from the Gospel it draws direction for its journey ever and anew. This is a qualifying note that all Christians should accept and
apply to themselves: only those who adopt the position of listeners to the Word can then become its announcers. Such persons
should not in fact be teaching their own wisdom, but the wisdom of God, which often appears as foolishness to the eyes of the
world (cf.1 Cor 1:23).

The Church knows well that Christ lives in Holy Scripture. For this very reason - as the Constitution underscores - it has always
given to the Divine Scriptures a veneration similar to that reserved for the Lord's Body itself (of. DV 21). It was precisely in consider
ation of this fact that Saint Jerome made the pointed statement, cited by the Conciliar document, that ignorance of the Scriptures is
ignorance of Christ (cf. DV 25).

Church and Word of God are indissolubly connected with one another. The Church lives from the Word of God and the Word of God
resounds in the Church, in its teaching and in its whole life (cf. DV 8). This is why the Apostle Peter reminds us that "no prophecy of
Scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the
Holy Spirit spoke from God." (2 Pet 1:20).

We are grateful to God that in these last times, thanks among other things to the impulse given it by the Dogmatic Constitution Dei
Verbum, the fundamental importance of the Word of God has been more profoundly revalued. And as a consequence of this a
renewal has taken place in the life of the Church, above all in preaching, in catechesis, in theology, in spirituality and on the path of
ecumenism itself. The Church should continuously renew and rejuvenate itself, and the Word of God, which never grows old and is
never exhausted, is a privileged means of attaining this goal. It is in fact the Word of God which, through the Holy Spirit, is continu
ously guiding us anew into the whole truth (cf. Jn 16:13).

In this connection, I would like especially to recall and to recommend the ancient tradition of lectio divina: the assiduous reading of
Holy Scripture accompanied by prayer realizes that intimate colloquy where, by reading, we listen to God who speaks and, in prayer,
we respond to Him with confident openness of heart (cf. DV 25). This practice, if effectively promoted, will bring to the Church - of
this I am convinced - a new spiritual spring. As a firm point of biblical pastoral ministry, lectio divina should for this reason be fur
ther encouraged, through the use, too, of new methods, carefully considered, that are fully up-to-date. We ought never to forget that
the Word of God is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path (cf. Ps 118/119:105).

As I invoke the blessing of God on your work, on your initiatives and on the congress in which you are participating, I join you in the
wish that animates you: "That the Word of God may speed on" (cf. 2 Thess 3:1) to the ends of the earth, so that through the procla
mation of salvation the whole world may be brought from hearing to faith, from faith to hope, and from hope to love (cf. DV 1).

I thank you with all my heart!

h' AW
r
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The Word of God in the L i fe of the Church

Greeting Address of the CBF President
Msgr. Vincenzo Paglia

Msgr. Vincenzo Paglia, Bishop of Temi-
Narni-Ameiia, has been President of the
Catholic Biblical Federation since 2002.

D e a r f r i e n d s :

It Is with great joy and emotion that I take the podium to
initiate this congress on the occasion of the 40""

anniversary of Dei Verbum. We decided on it at the
Plenary Assembly of the Catholic Biblical Federation
held in Beirut in 2002. And I must say that the enthusi
asm generated by that meeting has sustained us in

overcoming the many difficulties we had to confront to
make it a reality. Dear beatitude, reverend cardinals,

bishops, dear brothers and sisters of the Catholic
Biblical Federation, all you dear friends, here we are

together in Rome: welcome to this long awaited con
gress! I believe none of us were present in the conciliar
hall on November 18, 1965 when the conciliar Fathers
confirmed the text of Dei Verbum almost unanimously

(of 2.350 voting, 2.344 placet and 6 non placet.) The
drafting of the text was exhausting, among other things
because it was confronting a complex theological issue
that had notable consequences also at the pastoral
level. The positive reception of the document demon
strated how opportune, how providential was the
c h o i c e .

And it is truly remarkable that Dei Verbum, the shortest
of the conciliar texts, was the one which, together with
the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, brought with it
more profound changes in the life of the Church than

any other. And the presence at this our congress of so
many brothers and sisters of other Christian churches
and confessions - whom I greet with genuine affection:
welcome among us! - is a strong indication of the ecu
m e n i c a l v a l u e t h a t t h e D e i V e r b u m h a d a n d c o n t i n u e s t o

h a v e i n t h e l i v e s o f o u r C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t i e s . I t i s

enough to think of the impetus that resulted from the
conciliar document to overcome disagreements relative
t o t h e s t r u c t u r e a n d t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e i n t e r c o n f e s s i o n a l

Bible. The Holy Scriptures, venerated by all as an invalu
able treasure, have become the privileged place for the

encounter among Christians, and hence one of the rich
est sources for supplying a second breath to ecu
menism. We could also say that listening together to the
Word of God is today the way that not only allows us to
see the visible unity among all Christians but that can
also most expeditiously lead us toward Eucharlstic com
munion. Was this not after all the path taken by the two
disciples on the road to Emmaus? If we allow the Word
of God to follow its course, as Paul writes to the
Thessalonians (2 Thess 3:1), if we allow it to transform
our hearts, we too will be led to the Eucharistic table, the

sign of full communion.

Dei Verbum incorporated the results of a long itinerary
of debates and reflections. This is not the forum to dis

cuss them here: though it would be very useful to trace
the history of the hearing of the Bible on the part of the
faithful In the course of the two thousand years of
Christianity. You all know how dominant was the influ
ence of Holy Scripture in the life of the Church during
the first millennium: bishops and priests, monks and
theologians, engaged in regular and passionate discus
sions on the Bible. Their words, their preaching, their
studies were for the most part commentaries on the
Sacred Scriptures. And even the common faithful were
exhorted to have daily contact with them. One need only
recall the severity of Saint John Chrysostom who scold
ed a Christian for not knowing how many Letters of Paul
there were. The fact is that the entire theological and
spiritual literature of the first millennium testifies to the
centrality of the Bible in the reflection and in the life of
the Church. And the reading of Scripture was recom
mended to all. Not the slightest evidence exists of any
prohibition against the reading of Scripture in those cen
turies, even though they witnessed strong interventions
on the part of bishops against heresy. Cesarius of Aries
was so convinced of the spiritual importance of the daily
reading of the Bible that he exhorted the illiterate rich to
pay someone to read to them from the Scriptures: "If
people who cannot read enlist the services of profes
sional scribes to procure themselves earthly goods,
you, whoever you are, who know not how to read and
write, why not seek out someone who for a fee will read
to you the divine Scriptures, so that you can obtain eter
n a l r e w a r d s ? "

T h e s i t u a t i o n i n t h e s e c o n d m i l l e n n i u m h a s b e e n s o m e

what more vexed, even though since its beginning it

"
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s a w t h e d i f f u s i o n i n t h e c h u r c h e s o f t h e s o - c a l l e d B i b l i a

pauperum whose aim was to enable even the illiterate to
"read" the Bible through images. The awareness that
one could not be a Christian without knowing Sacred

Scripture was clear. And the engagement for a more
evangelical Church passed through a renewed relation
ship between Scripture and the life of the believer. One
need think only of Francis of Assisi and the radical char
acter of his determination to follow the Gospel sine glos-
sa. Unfortunately, the polemical climate that subse

quently involved Western Christianity had the added
effect, above all in the Catholic sphere, of diminishing
the direct recourse to the Bible on the part of the faith
ful. The Council of Trent, which had, however, reminded

the bishops to strengthen biblical studies, did not find
an adequate hearing. It is certainly true that in the com

plex situation of the life of the Church in the modern age,
the polemical climate did much to weaken the bond
between the Bible and the faithful. But, among other

things through the stimulus of the other Christian tradi
tions, a movement of renewal of biblical studies began
in the Catholic Church, which was then sanctioned by
the encyclical Providentissimus Deus. In the first half of
the twentieth century the Catholic Church increasingly
discovered a new relationship with Scripture. Not only
did a more rich understanding of the sacred texts
mature through historical-critical studies, but the Bible
was also more robustly rediscovered as a source of the

spiritual and pastoral life.

T h e b o o k a n d t h e c h a l i c e

Dear friends, within a few days the Eucharistic Synod
will begin. An extraordinary event for the whole Church.
And how could we not see as providential the fact that
this is following immediately upon our congress? The
n e x u s b e t w e e n t h e W o r d o f G o d a n d t h e E u c h a r i s t i s a

firm tradition in the Church. Blessed John XXIII, when he
was patriarch of Venice, in the pastoral letter on the
Word of God addressed to the faithful for lent of 1952,
w r o t e :

To teach Sacred Scripture, particularly the Gospel,
to the people... and to make the sacred book more
familiar to them, is the alpha of the activities of a
bishop and of his priests. The omega - allow me to
use this image from the Book of Revelation - is rep
resented by the consecrated cup of our daily altar...
The two realities go together: the Word of Jesus and
t h e B l o o d o f J e s u s . B e t w e e n t h e o n e a n d t h e o t h e r

follow all the other letters of the alphabet: all the
affairs of individual, domestic, social life; everything
that is also important, but secondary with reference
to the eternal destiny of the children of God, and
which has no value except to the extent that It is
nourished and sustained by the two terminal letters:
that is, the Word of Jesus that continues to resound
in all Its tones in the Holy Church from the sacred
book: and the blood of Jesus in the divine sacrifice,
perennial source of graces and blessings.

These words express with uncommon spiritual force
how much the Word and the chalice, the Bible and the
Eucharist, constitute the alpha and the omega of the
Church's life and the life of every believer.

Dei Verbum also affirms: "The Church has always ven
erated the divine Scriptures just as she venerates the

body of the Lord" {DV2^). And John Paul II, opening his
l e t t e r f o r t h e i n d i c t i o n o f t h e Y e a r o f t h e E u c h a r i s t w i t h

the icon of Emmaus, traced the connection as follows:

from the hearing of the Word one moves to the fractio

panis. For this reason we feel profoundly linked to the
next Synod of Bishops. For our part we would like to
make a small contribution for a first verification of the

reception of Dei Verbum with the hope that it might be
useful for a reflection at the universal level. The pres
ence of so many bishops coming from more than 100
countries could effectively suggest to the respective

episcopal conferences that they should hold a meeting
on the reception of Dei Verbum in their respective coun
tries (if they have not already done so, as has been
done, for example in Italy).

The fortieth anniversary of Dei Verbum is without
doubt a propitious occasion. And it is certainly with

pleasure that we observe what the conciliar Fathers
wished for, namely a new spiritual thrust among
believers that results from a new understanding of the

Scriptures, together of course with the implementation
of new initiatives. The text goes: "Just as the life of the
Church is strengthened through more frequent cele
bration of the Eucharistic mystery, similarly we may

hope for a new stimulus for the life of the Spirit from a
growing reverence for the Word of God, which
'endures forever' (Is 40:8; see 1 Peter 1:23-25)" {DV

26). And so it has come to pass. There can be no
doubt that today the Bible is not only studied with far

greater competence, but above all the bread of the
Word of God is distributed with greater abundance
and tasted with greater awareness. This is what very

specifically concerns us here.

The theme of our congress, in fact, is a literal citation of
the title of chapter VI of the Constitution: "The Word of
God in the life of the Church". Moreover, the Catholic
Bib l ica l Federat ion, born in 1969 on the in i t ia t ive of

Cardinal Bea, has the objective of helping believers to
drink more broadly and more continuously at the inex
h a u s t i b l e f o u n t a i n s o f l i f e c o n t a i n e d i n t h e B i b l e . T h e

conciliar Fathers invite the faithful to "gladly put them
selves in touch with the sacred text itself, whether it be

through the liturgy, rich In the divine word, or through
devotional reading, or through instructions suitable for
the purpose and other aids which, in our time, with

approval and active support of the shepherds of the
Church, are commendably spread everywhere". They
know well, in fact, that "ignorance of the Scriptures is

ignorance of Christ".
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The Catholic Biblical Federation, which today numbers
more than 92 full-fledged members and 231 associate
members representing 127 countries, has for all of these

years sought to serve that invitation of the Council and
would like to continue to do so. The many qualified peo

ple who are participating in this congress evidence the
vitality of the work of the members of the Federation. I
would like to say that this congress, too, is also a sign of
this: i think it is the first time so many bishops, together
with so many of the faithful, from more than a hundred
countries of the world, and with the presence of many
representatives of other Churches, are meeting to reflect
on and discuss the centrality of the Word of God in the
l i f e o f t h e C h u r c h . A n d a l l o w m e t o t h a n k t h e I t a l i a n

Episcopal Conference for the contribution they have
made in making possible this congress of ours, in coop
eration with Siemens Italia which, with farsightedness
and generosity, has understood that assistance for a
meeting like this is not marginal to the objectives of an
enterprise that looks to the entire world. For my part it is
my sincere wish that such ties will only be strengthened
in the fu ture .

The congress - as you can see from the program - will
center around three principal reports: that of Cardinal

Kasper, which will underscore primarily the theological
aspect of Dei Verbum, then that of Archbishop
Onaiyekan, which will trace the itinerary of the last forty
years following the conciliar document, and the third,
that of Cardinal Martini, which will reflect above all on
the pastoral aspect of the Constitution. These days will
also feature a rather nutritious series of round table dis

cussions. These will demonstrate the extraordinary jour

ney that has been taken in the Church with regard to the
relationship of the faithful with the Sacred Scriptures.
They will also highlight the problems that remain unre
solved today in the effort to insure that the Bible
becomes the book of every believer and of all Christian
c o m m u n i t i e s .

At the beginning of the third millennium

We should certainly begin right now thanking the Lord
if Christians have entered into the third millennium with

a significant baggage of knowledge and love for the
Holy Scriptures - a baggage far richer than in the past
and which, therefore, makes us hope that they will
become ever more "the salt of the earth and the light
of the world". However, we should not hide from the
fact that we still have a long way to go before the Bible
will truly have its proper centrality both in the pastoral
life of our communities and in the spiritual lives of indi
vidual believers. Not that there could ever come a time

when the journey would be at an end. Every Christian
generation should allow itself to be fashioned by the
Word of God. Every generation should listen and then
announce. And this is a task that cannot be post

poned.

And I would like, as it were in synthesis, to recall the
exhortation of John Paul II to the Christians of Europe
and to propose it once again to the Churches of every

part of the world, which we here, in a certain way, rep
resent. John Paul II said: "Church in Europe, enter the
new millennium with the Book of the Gospel! ... in the
careful study of God's Word we will daily find nourish
ment and strength to carry out our mission." This is not
so much a mere exhortation as it is an expression of the

very mission of the Church at the beginning of the third
millennium. And the Pope continued:

Let us take up this book! Let us receive it from the
Lord who continuously offers it to us through his
Church (cf. Rev. 10:8). Let us devour it (of. Rev 10:9),
so that it can become our very life. Let us savour it
deeply: it will make demands of us, but it will give us
joy, because it is sweet as honey (cf. Rev 10:9-10).
Filled with hope, we will be able to share it with every
man and woman whom we encounter on our way
(Ecclesia in Europe, 65).

But looking today at our ecclesial communities would
we not perhaps have to say, even if somewhat sum

marily and approximately, that there is still little Bible in
the life and culture of believers, as well as in pastoral
life itself? The situation is, of course, very different in the
different countries. But I think we all feel the urgency for
a greater presence of the Word of God in the lives of
our communities. Wishing to pause at one aspect, that
of the relationship the faithful have with the Sacred

Scriptures, which is the heart of the task of the Catholic
Biblical Federation, a recent survey (the data are in

process of being published) reports that 80% of prac
ticing Catholics in a number of countries of Europe
(Italy, France, Spain) hear the Bible only during Sunday
mass, and hardly 3% of practicing Catholics read it on
a daily basis.

Obviously, this involves not only a material ignorance of
the Bible (for example, 40% believe that Saint Paul wrote
a Gospel and 26% that Saint Peter did, too), but above
all it suggests that people do not have a feel for the Bible
as their own book, as the book for their own lives. It
would seem, in sum, that for practicing Catholics of

Europe the Bible continues to be a book largely
reserved to the clergy. There is, however, a piece of evi
dence that raises an interesting question because it
s h o w s t h e d e s i r e t h e f a i t h f u l h a v e f o r t h e W o r d o f G o d .

41% of practicing Catholics maintain that the homily is
the most useful moment in their lives for the growth of
t h e i r f a i t h . T h i s m e a n s t h a t t h i s m o m e n t o f t h e

Eucharistic liturgy has an absolutely extraordinary

potentiality for the growth of faith among believers. And
here the question becomes truly a burning one: how are
t h e h o m i l i e s o f o u r c e l e b r a t i o n s ? I t h i n k t h a t n o n e o f u s

can doubt the urgency to reflect profoundly on this

aspect of pastoral life. I recall that an Italian writer, refer
ring to the homily, once defined it as "the torture of the
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f a i t h f u l " . B u t b e s i d e s t h i s t h e r e a r e n u m e r o u s o t h e r

open problems. One need think only of the danger of a
fundamentalistic interpretation of the Bible or, at the
other extreme, the minimizing of its importance even in

liturgical celebrations (it happens, and not infrequently,
that literary texts are preferred to Sacred Scripture even
in liturgical celebrations!). I think in these coming days
a good number of questions relative to our topic will
emerge. I have in mind, for example, those Christian
communities that still do not have a translation of the

Bible in their own language, or the task of seeing to it
that the liturgical translation matches the Bible the faith
ful have in their hands so that they have the same text.
In this connection, we could wish for an even closer dia

logue with the Bible Societies in the various countries,
both with reference to the problems pertaining to trans
lation and with regard to the commentaries on the
sacred texts. In any case, these are some among the

many other questions that will make this meeting parti
cularly interesting.

The centrality of the Word of God in the spiritual life
and in pastoral engagement

But I would like to spend a word underlining what I think
is the heart of the question, that is the encounter of
b e l i e v e r s w i t h t h e W o r d o f G o d . I d o n o t i n t e n d t o d w e l l

on the necessity of the diffusion of the Bible. Every
effort should of course be made to get the Bible into the
hands of every believer. I would say that it is a funda
mental right of every Christian to have a copy of the
Bible of his or her own. John Paul II, speaking to a

meeting held by the Italian Bishops' Conference on the
topic of the Word of God, remarked: "The arduous task
of the new evangelization involves putting the Bible
back into the hands of the people of God" (1997). It
often happens that it is hard to find a Bible in some

parishes: if we are obliged to have the liturgical books,
lectionaries in particular, it is all the more evident that
we should have a Bible in the parish. The Bible is, as it
were , the tabernac le o f the Word o f God: i t shou ld

accordingly be honored and open so that everyone can
nourish themselves just as they do with the Eucharist.

Bu t wha t I wou ld l i ke to underscore i s the e f fo r t we mus t

make to insure that every Christian has his or her own

Bible, one that they can read from every day, one that
they can even take with them when they go on vaca
tion. I can testify to the efficacy I see in the diocese of
Terni, where I am bishop, when each year I supply
every member of the diocese with a book of the Bible
to which is attached a brief commentary of my own. The

commentary - which is more spiritual than exegetical in
character - makes the text immediately fruitful along
t h e l i n e s o f t h e l e c t i o d i v i n a t h a t w e a l l l o o k f o r w a r d t o

and that becomes a kind of common ground that unites
all Christians. And I make only a brief reference to the
Old Testament to say that with the Jewish people, too.

a path is opened here that we should follow more bold
ly: the midrashic reading of the Bible is closely related
to our spiritual reading.

In any case, it is here that the true question of the rela
tionship between the Bible and the believer comes into
play. And I express this with a question: is the Bible the
true inspiration of the life of believers in all of its
aspects? Is the Bible the source of pastoral ministry in
our dioceses, in our parishes? If Saint Gregory the Great
said: "Sacred Scripture grows with the one who reads
it", are we and our Christian communities growing under
the guidance of the Word of God? An exegete friend of
mine once told the story of a bishop who gave him the
draft of his pastoral letter and said to him: "would you
mind adding a few good biblical quotations to the text?"
Poor bishop; in the past the Bible was used at least to
serve as supporting evidence for dogmatic truths, cer
tainly not for the statements of bishops! This little inci
dent is a kind of emblematic if extreme example of how

problematic it is to think of the Bible as at our service, to
view it as an armory of statements to be used at our
pleasure. It is urgent instead to rediscover the primacy
of Scripture both in our spiritual lives and in pastoral
ministry. Some are even speaking of the "supremacy" of
Scripture in the lives of the faithful. "Supremacy", obvi
ously, does not mean exclusivity but that the Bible
should be the inspiration of our whole lives as believers
and of the Church itself. It is the light that illuminates the

situation, not vice versa. The Bible is not understood
from the outside, but from the inside.

And part of this inside is the Church, is the community
of believers. These words of then Cardinal Ratzinger are

significant:

The Church is not the Word, but the place where the
Word dwe l l s and l i ves . Th is means tha t the Church i s

obligated to be truly a space of life and not a space of
death for the Word. The Church cannot a l low the Word

to get lost in the chattering of just anyone, in the Word
that belongs to the times that change, but should pre
serve it in its immutable identity. But in order that the
Word might be preserved, the Church should live it,
should suffer it. It should subject the vital forces of an

epoch to the judgment of this word, but it should also
place a new life, human flesh and blood, at the Word's
disposal. To limit ourselves merely to preserving the
Word would be to avoid suffering and would certainly not
be the way to bring the Word into the present time. (J.

Ratzinger, Dogma und Verkiindigung)

Viewed in this vital perspective the Bible becomes a

light that illumines the spiritual life, the pastoral life, cul
ture, the sciences, psychology, even politics and the
other fields of life. Moreover, is it not perhaps true that
the bishop, the theologian, the priest, the seminarian,
the religious, even every individual Christian as such
should be born and formed with the incorruptible seed
o f t h e W o r d o f G o d ?
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To be sure, at this point, the questions become person
al too: "How much time do I devote to reading and lis

tening to the Bible? And how many books of the Bible
have I read?" Questions such as these reveal the inten

sity of our love for the Word of God and the intensity of
o u r d e s i r e t o l i s t e n t o t h e L o r d . A n d i t f o l l o w s f r o m t h i s

that it is indispensable for us to find the time to read the
Bible, if not to memorize it. And if it happens that we
have too little time, because we have so much to do, it
is the "to do" that should be sacrificed, rather than the

listening to the Word of God. We know well that this all
requires a struggle against the mentality and the very
culture in which we are immersed. The hearing of the
Word of God - we could say lectio divina understood as
a reverend hearing - becomes the examination board
for the Church at the beginning of this new millennium.
Moreover, we know well that the Christian community
depends on the hearing of the Word. Dei Verbum says:
"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, the food of the soul, the
p u r e a n d e v e r l a s t i n g s o u r c e o f s p i r i t u a l l i f e .
Consequently these words are perfectly applicable to
Sacred Scripture: 'For the word of God is living and
active'." {DV2^)

For this reason, the Holy Scriptures cannot be merely
the possession of certain people, the clergy, for exam

ple, or the educated. John Paul II, when presenting the
1 9 9 3 d o c u m e n t o f 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

entitled The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church,
said: "It gives us great joy to see the Bible taken in hand

by people who are humble and poor, who can bring to
its interpretation and actualization a more penetrating

light, from the spiritual and existential point of view, than
that which comes from a science that is sure of Itself".

And Benedict XVI, continuing along these lines, said
that "the Christian people are the true owner of the Bible
and for this reason its true exegete" {The Salt of the

Earth). By listening to the Bible in fact the believer dis
covers his or her true identity: to be a disciple. And that
he or she always remains. For this reason, together with
Samuel, every Christian should repeat the words:
"Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening" (1 Sam 3:10).
This is a spiritual attitude that places the believer under
the force of the Word. And this is the significance of the
splendid opening of the Dei Verbunr. "Hearing the Word
of God with reverence ...". Hearing the Word of God
means allowing oneself to be formed by it, allowing one
self to be led by it, allowing oneself to be offered the
words so that they can become our own. The Bible, in
sum, makes the Church also in the sense that it "makes"
the believer, whom it builds up in its image and likeness.

The Bible is the privileged place where God and man
m e e t e a c h o t h e r . A b r a h a m J . H e s c h e l w r o t e : " T h e B i b l e

speaks not only of a search for God on the part of man,
but also of the pursuit of man on the part of God" {Dio

alia ricerca delTuomo, Roma 1983, p. 156). This is why
the Bible touches the deepest chords of man's being
and of his history. Bonhoeffer, with great spiritual wis
dom, said:

One who has received the word of God should begin to
search for God; he cannot do otherwise. The more clear

ly and profoundly the word of God is revealed to us, the
more lively does the desire in us become to know in a per
fectly clear manner the unfathomable depths of God him
self. With the gift of his word, God moves us to seek an
ever more rich knowledge and an ever more wonderful
gift. He wants no false gratification. The more we receive,
the more we should seek him, and the more we seek, the
more we receive of him. (DBW 15, 518)

The Bible helps us to discover the true face of God, that
of a father who does not cease to pursue man, as
though he cannot do without him. And who could fail to
understand how important it is to speak of this God to
the men and women of today?

The Bible also reveals to the believer his own face. One

who reads the pages of the Bible learns little by little to
read himself and to discover himself within a larger

story: that of the Lord with man, and of man with God.
We can all find ourselves in the pages of Scripture: in
the stories of sorrow, of death, of betrayal, of hatred, but
also the stories of hope, of friendship, of healing, of
compassion, of help, of transformation. The ancient rab
binic tradition said "Turn the Torah over and over,
because everything may be found in it and even you
yourself in the entirety of your being" (Mishnah Pirkei
Avot 5,22). Everyone will find themselves in these

pages: they will hear life stories that seem to speak of
themselves, of their betrayals and of their hopes, of their
anxieties and of their dreams, of their prayers and of
their dramas, of their present and of their future. Gregory
the Great said: "Sacred Scripture presents itself to the
eyes of our soul as a mirror, in which we can contem
plate our internal countenance."

The reading of the Bible broadens the walls of the heart
and of the mind. And it manifests that primacy of the
human person that permeates many contemporary cul
tures. Its words stand as the basis of the radical equali

ty of all men and women, of the irrevocable dignity of
every human person and of the indestructible universal
ity of salvation, because it offers a God who is Father of
all. Without the Bible the story of the world would be
very different. And this is the foundation for the singular
link that unites the Jewish people to Christians. The
Bible helps us to understand our own roots and at the
same time it gives us the task of dialogue with the other.
For this reason, some - even in the lay world - have
made the suggestion that the Bible be studied in all
schools as a text that has sustained the history of so

many peoples and that can also inspire the future of the
planet.

¥M'; I
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A n e w e n t h u s i a s m f o r t h e W o r d o f G o d

Dear friends, what should we expect from this con

gress? It is a difficult question to answer. But one objec
tive we should certainly set for ourselves. And 1 take it
from the homily given by Blessed John XXIII when he
took possession of Saint John Lateran as bishop of
Rome: "If all the cares of pastoral ministry are dear to us
and if we are aware of how urgent they ail are, above all
we feel it our duty, everywhere and with constancy of
action, to arouse an enthusiasm for every manifestation
of the divine book, which is made to illuminate our jour

ney every step of the way, from infancy to our last
years."

u . <

/^exanderM. Schweitzer has been General

Secretary of the Catholic Biblical Federation

Your Bea t i t ude . Eminences , Exce l l enc ies , honorab le

guests, dear friends:

i welcome you most cordially to this festive opening of
the biblical exhibition which will accompany our con
gress. We have given this display the title "Ut Dei
Verbum currat" and when we call it that, we are very
conscious of the contradiction that may result from the
rather stable character of an exhibition of ready-made
products on the one hand and the dynamic quality of
t h e t h e m e " U t D e i V e r b u m c u r r a t " - t a k e n f r o m P a u l ' s

Second Letter to the Thessaionians (2 Thess 3:1) - on
t h e o t h e r .

In fact , the Const i tut ion on Div ine Revelat ion of the

Second Vatican Council placed great emphasis on the

Dear friends, this "enthusiasm for every manifestation of
the divine book" which Blessed John XXIII, the initiator

of the Second Vatican Council, wished to arouse in his
time, is exactly what we need today as well. It is our
hope and prayer that this congress will help to arouse in
us, and wherever we find ourselves, a new enthusiasm
f o r t h e W o r d o f G o d .

Welcome to you all! And buon lavoro!

{Transl.: L. Maluf)

dynamis, the transforming power that inhabits the Word
of God. "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 children, the food of
the soul, the ... source of spiritual life. Consequently
these words are per fect ly appl icable to Sacred

Scripture: "For the word of God is living and active"
(Heb 4:12)." {DV 21) This underlining of the Spirit-
aspect, the "dynamic" quality of the Word of God was
something new forty years ago - just as Dei Verbum as
a whole represents a new attitude toward the Bible, a
new role for Sacred Scripture in the life of the Church.

After 400 years of "hibernation" - as the period since the
Counter-Reformation could be described with respect to
t h e r o l e o f t h e B i b l e i n t h e C h u r c h - t h e W o r d o f G o d

was "rediscovered". The question of the relationship
between Scripture and tradition was thought through
anew and adjustments were made. The indispensable

place of the historical-critical methods in biblical exege
sis in our time after the enlightenment was laid down.
But above all the Bible was put back into the hands of
the faithful; from now on Sacred Scripture was not only

conveyed in liturgy, often in unintelligible Latin, but was

" U t D e i V e r b u m c u r r a t "

Opening Address of the Exhibition by the
CBF General Secretary
A l e x a n d e r M . S c h w e i t z e r
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accessible in the mother tongue. Today the Bible is no

longer consulted merely as a source of proof texts to
bolster church dogmas: rather it Is the starting point for
our theological questioning and a standard of reference
for our fa i th l i fe .

The question of the relationship between Scripture and
Tradition is once again coming to the fore these days with
the discussion relative to Liturgiam Authenticam, an
instruction of the Congregation for Divine Worship from
the year 2001 which has in part also put some strains on
ecumenical efforts. It would be worthwhile, therefore, to
recall in this regard the statements of the Conciliar
Constitution Dei Verbum. Dei Verbum invites us "to give a

place of honor" to the Vulgate, the ancient Christian Bible
translation of the Latin Church, which has profoundly
marked her theology and liturgy for hundreds of years.
T h e t r a n s l a t i o n t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e n o n - L a t i n C h u r c h e s w e r e

likewise to be held in honor as belonging to their tradi
t i o n s . F o r t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e B i b l e i n t o m o d e r n l a n

guages, however, Dei Verbum clearly demands that we
go back to the original text {DV 22) - common to all the
denominations - and it thereby defines the relationship
between Scripture and Tradition in a way that is quite
new. This return to the original text brought not only

strong impulses for interconfessional and ecumenical
collaboration, but also sanctioned and empowered the
efforts to make Sacred Scripture available to the people
in the modern languages. In this way it helped to launch
the t r ans la t i on boom o f t he l as t seve ra l decades .

And this brings us right to our exhibition. On many of the
tables over there you will see examples of this transla
tion activity, which cannot be praised highly enough.
The ability to hold in one's hands a copy of Sacred
Scripture in one's native language is the first prerequi
site for an understanding, for a wide-ranging personal
access to God's Word in Scripture. Numerous member
i n s t i t u t i o n s o f 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 a r e

engaged in the area of translation, publication and dis
tribution of the Bible. And the extent of the collaboration

in this area that has taken place in the past decades with
the Bible Societies cannot be emphasized enough. The
General Secretary of the United Bible Societies,
Reverend Miller Mllloy, Is about to catalogue for us the
impressive number of already completed languages,
but also those which still remain to be done. I will say

only this much: the number of languages into which the
Bible has yet to be translated is larger than that of the
languages in which a translation already exists. I am
delighted that Reverend Milloy has accepted our invita
tion to say a few words in connection with this festive

opening. This will bring visibly to expression how signif
icant has been the interconfessional collaboration in the

realm of Bible translation in the past 40 years, but also,
and even more so, how important it is in view of the
tasks that still lie before us. This is moreover a collabo

ration that takes its mandate from Dei Verbum itself {DV

22) and that has received the stamp of approval and
comes to expression in a number of other documents -
as, for example, in the CBF Constitution or the Directory
for Ecumenism (Pontifical Council for Promoting
Christian Unity: Directory of the Application of Principles
a n d N o r m s o n E c u m e n i s m , s e c t i o n " C o m m o n B i b l e

Work", paragraphs 183-186, Rome, March 23,1993).

Besides its clarifications regarding the role of historical-
critical exegesis and the relationship between Scripture
and Tradition, the new understanding of the Second
Vatican Council in re biblica has above all brought with
it profound changes for the area of pastoral ministry.
And this was and is where the main emphasis of the
work of the Catholic Biblical Federation, with its 323
member institutions (among them 92 Bishops'
Conferences) in 127 countries, lies. Its raison d'etre
could be concisely expressed in terms of the demand of
Dei Verbum for a broad, life-related access to Sacred

Scripture for all believers (see. DV 22: "Aditus ad
Sacram Scripturam Cristifidelibus late pateat opportet").
It is a question here of putting the Bible into people's
hands and at the same time of offering them means and
methods for the correct use of Sacred Scripture, such
as suitable (pastoral) commentaries, methods of prayer
ful reading {lectio divina), models for education and

ongoing-formation etc.; so that Sacred Scripture can
become a source of spiritual life and the written word of
the Bible, the living Word of God.

You will find numerous examples of this biblical pastoral

engagement in the framework of this exhibition as well.
They range from the various possibilities of translating
the biblical message into appropriate picture language
of a particular culture or group, to work material for Bible
groups, Bible Weeks and Bible Months, pastoral com
m e n t a r i e s o n t h e b i b l i c a l t e x t w h i c h t a k e i n t o a c c o u n t

the different social and cultural contexts, formation mod
els with appropriate materials for lay people and clerics,

biblically founded catechetical models, and even the
various electronic media and digital formats in which the
biblical message can be conveyed today.

The challenges that confront us today become visible
and tangible here. We could think of the many people
who are still unable to read, or of those who live in cul
tures in which there is no reading tradition. Hence, the
communication of the Good News cannot rely on the

printed word alone.

We could think of the temptations of fundamentalism, to
which we Christians are not immune, and which has to

do in the first place with the way how the Bible is used.
Here the accompanying material, the commentaries, the

teaching play an especially important role.

We could think of the hermeneutical challenges that
result from the ever more rapid social developments
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and multicultural realities in the age of globalization. The
question by what means, in what formats, in what lan
guage the Good News - which remains ever the same -
should be communicated or conveyed so as to provide
the conditions for its understanding becomes increas

ingly important.

Nor can we ignore the economical factor. An "option for
the poor" in our context must mean very concretely that
the message of Sacred Scripture should be made wide

ly available even to those who cannot afford to purchase
an expensive Bible or who would have no possibility of
attending Bible courses. And the majority of humanity
actually belongs to this group.

And let us also not forget those who live with physical
disabilities, such as blindness. Bible editions in Braille or
audio-Bibles are indispensable aids here.

Finally, we should give some thought to the receptivity
models and communication habits of the younger gen
erations, which have grown up in the world of electron
ic communication. In this realm our work is just begin

ning, in spite of the numerous sample materials you will
see a t t h i s exh ib i t i on .

The diversity of the exhibits and of the realms of eccle-
sial life to which they refer turns our attention to another
fundamental challenge. A biblical pastoral ministry
understood according to the intention of Dei Verbum no

longer remains a special sector within the medley of the
various fields of pastoral activity; rather, it means the
biblical inspiration and animation of the whole realm of

pastoral ministry. In some areas we have already come
a long way toward a biblically grounded, organical pas
toral ministry, in others our journey toward this goal is
just starting.

The great variety of exhibits from all over the world
points also in another direction, namely to the mission
ary and universal dimension of the Word of God. Dei
Verbum underscores the self-effective power of the
Word among mankind {DV25), and it thus contributes
to a renewal of the basic understanding of mission. "The
Word of God is designed for human beings, and the
serv i ce o f t he Word . . . can the re fo re no t res t r i c t i t se l f t o

inner-ecclesial reform. This service is ultimately directed
to humanity as a whole. Not only the Church, but every
human being in his inmost depths lives from the Word
of God ..." (of. J. Ratzinger, Commentary on Dei Verbum
in LThK, 1967).

The world-encompassing diversity of this exhibition is in
the last analysis also a witness to the fullness and the

variety of approaches to the Bible, corresponding to the
diversity of social, cultural and ecclesial contexts. The
displays offer a panorama of the concrete Bible work in
the various parts of our globe. They give a tiny impres

sion of the dynamis that inhabits the Word of God (and
thereby also justify the dynamic title of the exhibition).
Many of the methods can, of course, only with difficulty
or not at all be shown through materials and exhibits. In
this connection I would like to take this opportunity to
mention the forum "Creative ways of proclaiming the
Word" that will take place tomorrow evening. This will
provide a setting in which you will be able to concretely
experience approaches to the Bible in action, such as
e.g. bibliodrama.

And of course: this exhibition, with all its great variety,
has definite limitations of its own. Not only the limits

imposed by the available space; we could in fact easily
have accepted double the number of exhibits. I am
thinking rather of the limits beyond which efforts and
"success" in the work in the Lord's vineyard simply can
not be shown or grasped. And this is true regardless of
the number of impressive statistics we could cite (of
newly baptized, of Bible translations, etc.), and regard
less of how interesting or exciting an exhibition we can

put on. Ultimately, we must and we may leave the "final
evaluation" in the hands of the Lord of the vineyard.

Dear congress participants, honorable guests, my wish
is that this congress on the occasion of the fortieth
anniversary of Dei Verbum and this accompanying exhi
bition will give us new incentives, new inspiration and
new encouragement for our work in the service of the
Word of God. I would like to conclude with the words

Dei Verbum makes its own, presenting them in its very
last chapter as an outlook: "Finally, let us pray, brothers
and sisters, that the word of the Lord may speed on and

triumph."

( T r a n s l . : L . M a l u f "
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I. A memorable beginning

The discussion of the Dogmatic Constitution in the
council hall began with a clash of drums. The schema

proposed by the Theological Preparatory Commission
was rejected by a large majority during the very first ses
sion. But since this vote failed by a narrow margin to
achieve the necessary two-thirds majority, Pope John
XXIII was compelled to intervene. He did so in a manner
w h i c h e l i c i t e d f r o m a P r o t e s t a n t o b s e r v e r t h e c o m m e n t

that he was beginning to believe in Papal Infallibility. In
fact the Pope did nothing more than what we always do
when we do not know how to proceed: we establish a
commission. That is exactly what John XXIII did. In order
to find a way out of the impasse he constituted a joint
commiss ion under the chai rmanship of the two
Cardinals who were adversarially engaged in the dis
pute, Ottaviani and Bea.'

In the course of this confrontation during the first ses
s i o n t h e C o u n c i l a r r i v e d a t a s e n s e o f s e l f - a s s u r a n c e .

When Pope Paul VI intervened once more at the end of
the fourth session by making some amendments which
would also enable the minority to give its assent, the
Council had to recognise its limitations.

The clash of drums at the beginning of the Council has
its counterpart in the tone of the content at the begin

ning of the text of the Constitution. There the Council cir
c u m s c r i b e s i t s o w n s e n s e o f i t s e l f a n d o f t h e C h u r c h .

The Constitution begins with the words "Dei Verbum

religiose audiens et fideliter proclamans": "Hearing the
Word of God with reverence and proclaiming it with con
fidence". It also affirms that the reverently heard and
faithfully proclaimed Word of God is a praeconium
salutis, a message of salvation and a word of life.

The incipit, i.e. the first words of a magisterial document

normally indicates the overall thrust of the whole docu

ment. Therefore the introductory formulation cited
above can be considered the interpretive key to the
whole Constitution. And that is not all. With the aid of

this introductory formulation the Council intended to
sum up the entire being of the Church "in the twofold

gesture of hearing and proclaiming". There can be no
better expression than this of the "dominance of the
Word of God, its sovereign primacy over all the words
and deeds of the people of the Church". While it could
at times appear as though the Council was tending
towards ecclesiological self-contemplation, revolving
within its own orbit and becoming itself the central sub

ject of its own proclamation, with this formulation "the
who le ex is tence o f the Church i s as i t were th rus t

upward [becomes as it were open to the transcendent],
its whole being is encompassed in the gesture of hear
ing, from which alone its speaking can proceed".^ Here
the Church defines itself as the listening Church, and
only as a listening Church can it be a proclaiming
C h u r c h .

The Council was not always able to sustain the high
standard of this magnificent formulation throughout the
rest of the text. In order to achieve the end result of a

definitive text which was able to be passed with only six

contrary votes, some compromises had to be entered
into in many places, and elsewhere some questions had
to be left open. But even if the Constitution had uttered

only this one sentence, it would have been more than
w o r t h w h i l e . T h i s f i r s t s e n t e n c e a l o n e m a k e s i t a f u n d a

mental document of the Church's understanding of
i t se l f .

[|. The burden of historical problems

The difficulties and tensions which were revealed during
the recasting of the Constitution should not surprise us
if one considers what problems had to be overcome,
what historical burdens had to be cleared away, what
was involved in the discussion, and what was at stake.

If we wish to do justice to the document and recognise
its full significance, we need to refer back to the con
frontations of the Reformation period. As early as in
1518 the dispute between Martin Luther and Cardinal

Cajetan revolved around the competence of the teach
ing office In the interpretation of Scripture.¨ In one of


