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Men expect from the various religions answers to the unsolved riddles of the human condition,
which today, even as in former times, deeply stir the hearts of men: What is man? What is the

meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what sin? Whence suffering and what purpose
does it serve? Which is the road to true happiness? What are death, judgment and retribution

after death? What, finally. Is that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses our
existence: whence do we come, and where are we going?

(Nostra Aetata 1)

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

a The opening chapter of the
c o n c i l i a r d e c l a r a t i o n N o s t r a

A e t a t e " o n t h e r e l a t i o n o f t h e

Church to non-Christian religi
ons" expresses with pointed

precision both the task and the
expectat ions that any fa i th
community must confront if it
wishes to have any relevance
fo r peop le . The ques t i ons
about God and His revelation,
about the nature and goal of

human existence and about the meaning and design of
the world are essential coordinates of any religious

system - and they would have to stand at the center of
any serious dialogue between the religions.

Our age is marked by a breathtaking variety of possibi
lities in the areas of communication, information and

exchange. At the same time it appears that misunder
standings, prejudices and lack of communication
among the cultures and the religions are on the increa
se. It is a truism to say that genuine dialogue can only
succeed when parties to a conversation can show
mutual respect for each other, when they have made
clear their own position, and when open and rational
discussion has laid all topics on the table.

I t i s n o d o u b t t r u e t h a t J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n a n d C h r i s t i a n -

Islamic dialogue are in many respects different, not

only in terms of their starting positions and themes, but
also with respect to their pre-histories and possibilities.
If there are topics for which the time is not yet ripe to

put them on the agenda, there are certainly enough
other topics, the discussion of which is urgently neces

sary already today and - even if sometimes only with
pain - possible. This, too, was shown by the reactions
to the Pope's lecture in Regensburg during his recent
visit to Germany.

In interreligious dialogue the Jewish and Christian Holy
Scriptures play a central role, as does the Koran. What
does it mean to speak of the "Word of God" and how is
this understood in Judaism, in Christianity and in Islam?
What role does God's revelation play within the frame
work of the different religions? Can commonalities be
found, in spite of all the necessary distinctions that must

be made and the differences that exist in the religions?
Between Judaism and Christianity and between
Christianity and Islam is it possible to agree on common
grounds that can form a basis from which to respond to
the urgent questions, concerns and needs of people of
today? And what should be the main themes discussed
in a Jewish-Christian, or a Christian-Islamic dialogue on
t h e W o r d o f G o d ?

These questions touch the self-understanding of each
religion at the inmost core of their being. They were also
among the topics discussed intensively among Jewish,
Muslim and Christian theologians at the Dei Verbum
Congress 2005 in Rome. In this issue, therefore, of the
Bulletin Dei Verbum we supply the text of five of these

contributions, supplemented by a few background
a r t i c l e s .

Interreligious and intercultural dialogue is a necessity for
buiiding together this world of peace and fraternity
ardently desired by all people of good will. In this area,
our contemporaries expect from us an eloquent witness
to show all people the value of the religious dimension
of life. (Pope Benedict XVI on September 25"\ 2006)

Collaboration in the construction of a world of peace
and justice - the words of the Holy Father give expres
sion to what must ultimately be the goal of dialogue bet
ween the religions. And it is Impossible to come to grips
with this common task without engaging in common
reflection on the meaning of the Word of God. Perhaps
this issue of our Bulletin can offer a few ideas, suggesti
ons and clarifications on this topic.

I extend to you my warm greetings from the General
Secretariat and wish you a thought-provoking reading.

QlaLcfijto
C l a u d i o E t t I
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Studying Sacred Scripture in
T w o D i m e n s i o n s : R e f i e c t i o n s o n

Dei Verbum after Forty Years
B a r u c h A . L e v i n e

Baruch A. Levine earned his Rabbi from the

MHL Jewish Theological Seminary. New York
and his Ph.D. from Brandeis University. From
1969 to 2000 he was professor of Hebrew, of
Bible and Ancient Near Eastern Studies at New

York University. He held guest professorships
at the Universities in Jemsalem and Beersheba,

Israel.

The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei
Verbum, is formulated with theological precision, and
exhibits a distinctive documentary structure. Dei Verbum
regularly introduces its new pronouncements against the
background of existing doctrine, as if to emphasize their
traditional justification. At the same time. Article 6, in par
ticular, recognizes the need to engage ongoing intellec
tual inquiry, and to take human reason into account in
the effort to understand the Word of God. There is a

strong precedent for this view in Jewish philosophical lit
erature reaching back to medieval times, and, in fact,
there is much else in Dei Verbum that corresponds in a

striking manner to Jewish interpretations of the Hebrew
Bible. What is more, I sense an awareness of some of the
same issues that face Jewish scholars in balancing tra
ditional interpretation with historical-critical inquiry.

To assess the impact of Dei Verbum properly requires a
consideration of other documents emerging from
Vatican II, particularly Nostra Aetate, the "Declaration on
the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions",
which also appeared forty years ago. "The Book" is

inevitably bound up with "The People of the Book."
Moreover, important statements have appeared in the
interim, both on behalf of national Catholic Churches and
in the name of the Universal Church. Of particular inter
est to the present discussion are two publications by the
Pontifical Biblical Commission. The first is a 1993 text,

published in its English version in 1995 as: The Biblical
Commission's Document The Interpretation of the Bible
in the Church. It provides a commentary by my American

colleague, Professor Joseph Fitzmyer, S.J. The second
is entitled The Jewish People and their Sacred Scriptures
in the Christian Bible, which appeared in 2001. Both
documents bear a preface by the then Joseph Cardinal

Ratzinger.

In preparation for this paper, it has been my good fortune
to be able to turn to learned colleagues for clarification

on any number of questions, most notably to Professor
Michael Patrick O'Connor, S.J. of Catholic University of
America, who has, among other things, provided infor
mation on Catholic liturgy. In the necessarily brief com
ments to follow, I find it preferable, however, to limit

myself to reflections on Dei Verbum as my principal text.
In this way, I hope to present one Jewish scholar's view
of the differences between representative Jewish inter

pretations of the Sacred Scriptures and Catholic inter
pretation as presented therein, calling attention as well to
significant similarities between the two.

Context and community: The two dimen
sions of biblical interpretation

It might help to assess the impact of Dei Verbum if we
were to explore what are observably two principal modes
of biblical interpretation, which I call, respectively, "con
text" and "community." By context I mean the original
context of Sacred Scripture, of both the Hebrew Bible
and the New Testament: namely, what the biblical texts
meant, to the best of our knowledge, to those who first
wrote them, heard them, and read them at the time. It

has been the primary objective of modern, critical bibli
cal research to retrieve original context, in contradistinc
tion to earlier, traditional scholarship, which was largely
community oriented. By community I mean the reception
of the Bible by successive communities of believers.
Christian and Jewish, (also Muslim, for that matter), and
its continuing interpretation by them in the light of con

temporary experience. In this mode, we seek to know
w h a t t h e B i b l e c a m e t o m e a n t o t h e s e c o m m u n i t i e s a t

various periods of their history, and what has been its
role in their l ives.

It is the search for original context that prompts scholars
to study ancient Near Eastern and classical languages,
so as to be able to read external sources, employing the

comparative method. We follow archeological discover
ies, and benefit from the insights of historians and social
scientists. We seek to identify Sitzim Leben, and analyze
literary forms, to trace the formation of the biblical text
through compilation and redaction. We acknowledge
inner-biblical development over the cumulative periods
of composition of the two Testaments, while being atten
t i v e t o t h e h o l i s t i c c o h e r e n c e o f t h e c a n o n i c a l t e x t s i n

their complete form. In this spirit, scholars apply the con
textual approach not only to the original environments of
the Old and the New Testaments, but also to the realities


