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Pilgrims of Justice and Peace

Out of Balance - so read a
recent headline of The New York
Times. The article in question
was commenting on the effects
of the worldwide financial crisis,
and it was illustrated by a photo-
montage: a globe sliding down a
steep incline — but instead of

. “#. showing continents and coun-
tries, the surface of the globe was covered with bank-
notes and bills.

Out of Balance - the expression is applicable not only
to financial markets but also to many other experi-
ences and relationships of our day: people are being
exploited and cheated of their just wages; the earth’s
resources are being squandered, commodities are in
ever shorter supply and food and groceries have
become so expensive that many can no longer afford
them; the poor (both people and countries) are being
exploited by the rich, and the legitimate rights of
minorities are being violently suppressed. Leaders in
commerce, in politics, yes, sometimes even in the
Church, place their own interests above those of the
community — we are all familiar with these and other
examples of imbalance. And when things get out of
balance, then injustice begins, conflict develops,
hatred and violence arise.

This situation of imbalance in our world will also be
raised at the upcoming Plenary Assembly of the CBF,
which has committed itself to the theme “reconcilia-
tion, justice and peace”. The first item on the agenda,
then, for the more than 230 registered participants, will
be an appraisal and analysis of the current social, soci-
etal, religious and political situation in the various
regions of the world. Only then can the next important
step be taken: thereafter to ask what contribution the
Christian faith, and the Bible as Word of God in partic-
ular, might make to procure a renewed hearing for jus-
tice in our time, to instigate reconciliation and to foster
collaboration for peace in our world. In other words: to
contribute in an active way to the reinstatement of a
lost balance.

We must have no illusions. We must not be naive. If we
listen to the voice of God, we make our choice, get out
of ourselves, and fight nonviolently for a better world.
We must not expect to find it easy; we shall not walk on

roses, people will not throng to hear us and applaud,
and we shall not always be aware of divine protection.
If we are to be pilgrims of justice and peace, we must
expect the desert.

This is how Dom Hélder Camara, former Archbishop of
Olinda and Recife in Brazil and staunch combatant for
a just world, described the experience of those
Christians who engage in efforts to advance justice
and peace. The commitment is no easy thing; it
requires courage and endurance, as well as deftness
and discretion. And it leads not only through “green
pastures and watery resting places” (cf. Ps 23), but
often straight through the desert as well.

The picture of this journey through the wilderness is a
profoundly biblical one. Perhaps what comes to mind
first when we imagine this itinerary are catchwords like
danger, threat and death. But the wilderness is also a
symbol of promise and a place of hope. “We must
await the wilderness” — but we need not fear it: Then
justice will dwell in the desert, and righteousness abide
in the fruitful field. And the effect of righteousness will
be peace, and the result of righteousness, quietness
and trust for ever. My people will abide in a peaceful
habitation, in secure dwellings, and in quiet resting
places. (Is 32:16-18)

The present issue of the Bulletin Dei Verbum has vari-
ous focuses this time, from the point of view of con-
tents: the first articles treat the relationship between
Bible and Liturgy, a fundamental theme for the self-
understanding of the Church; you will next find updat-
ed information on each of the two great events of bib-
lical pastoral ministry for the year 2008: the CBF
Plenary Assembly and the Bishops’ Synod on the
Word of God - but your attention is, of course, also
recommended for the remaining titles!

With this reading | wish you - in the sense of Isaiah
and of Dom Hélder — both “wilderness and garden”
experiences.

Yours truly,
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BIBLE AND LITURGY

The Bible - the Performative Book
The Fruitful Polarities of Bible and Liturgy

Egbert Ballhorn

Dr. Egbert Ballhorn studied Catholic Theology in
Bonn, Vienna and Jerusalem. He is a lecturer for
Biblical Theology at the Diocesan Seminary of
Hildesheim, Germany.

Bible and liturgy are not two separate worlds that have
to be brought together only secondarily. Rather, they
are intrinsically and fundamentally related to each
other, as faith experiences also show. The following
example can illustrate this point. It is a Saturday after-
noon in Lent: in the church believers move in pairs
toward the altar, before which stands a large basin of
holy water, and each makes the sign of the cross with
holy water on the forehead of the other with the words:
“You are God’s beloved son. You are God’s beloved
daughter.” Everyone comes forward in this way. A pal-
pable silence reigns throughout the liturgy. Many are
inwardly struck by the idea that they are really receiving
the Divine Word of acceptance from the mouth of the
sister or the brother along with the sign of the cross.
The setting for this liturgical experience was a day-long
seminar on the biblical readings for the Easter Vigil.
Under the title: “Waters of death — waters of life” the
readings and orations as well as the theology of
Baptism in the Easter Vigil were explained.

Along with bread and wine, fire and water constitute the
profound symbols of the Easter Vigil - which the cele-
brating community is often able to experience far more
intensively at Easter than in other liturgies of the year.
Like the Bible itself, the Easter Vigil liturgy of the Word
begins with Gn 1: with chaos, darkness and the
primeval waters. Here water initially appears as a life-
threatening element. The creative action of God con-
sists in the act of fashioning the firmament of the heav-
ens and thereby setting a limit to the dangerous waters,
so that the dry land can appear. A space for life can
thus emerge for the first time. But God does not then
ban water from the space of life, but by establishing lim-
its for the water he enables it at the same time to be
transformed from waters of death to life-giving waters.
As “sea” water has its own good place in the creation
and will become itself a place for life. When with these
reading experiences we look out from the creation text

of the Bible to the Exodus reading of Israel’s march
through the Red Sea, we can make exciting discover-
ies. What happens here is that the same story of waters
of death and waters of life shows up again. When Israel,
pursued by the Egyptians, arrives at the banks of the
Red Sea, then it has behind it the deadly threat of the
enemy and before it the deadly threat of the waters,
then it stands between death and death. And what does
God do? The waters are moved aside; in the midst of
death God creates a space for life; or as the text puts it:
“he makes the sea into dry land” (Ex 14:21) — the same
wording as appears in the creation account. From this
viewpoint the whole of the Exodus reading, which many
originally perceive as problematic, is transformed. The
text takes on an entirely different emphasis: in the midst
of death God creates new life. Suddenly the two texts
are indeed connected to each other.

But the Easter Vigil does not stop with this. Another
very prominent text is the New Testament reading from
the Letter to the Romans. There Paul reminds the
believers: “Do you not know that all of us who have
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death? We were buried therefore with him by baptism
into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead
by the glory of the Father, we, too, might walk in new-
ness of life. For if we have been united with him in a
death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a
resurrection like his.” (Rm 6:3-5). Paul continues to
develop the thread that had been initiated by the two
previously cited readings. Water represents the threat
to human beings through death. Christ, however,
entered the realm of death and rose from the dead. To
be baptized, then, means to be identified with Christ,
and thus symbolically buried with him in his death. But
just as Christ rose from the dead, so we, too, take on a
new humanity and will be raised up.

When we read the texts of the Easter Vigil in this way,
their inner logic comes to light. And now the texts not
only bespeak a “back then” that is past; in them, rather,
the mystery of one’s own life is revealed, of one’s own
death-threatened existence and one’s own salvation
through communion with Christ. The entire liturgy of the
Easter Vigil is no mere memorial of the resurrection of
Christ, but a great celebration of baptism and of the
baptism commemoration. In the celebration of baptism
the mystery of Easter is applied to each individual
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believer. This dimension has from the beginning been
constitutive of the celebration; this is seen most clearly
in the orations following the individual readings, all of
which point to baptism as the beginning of the new life.

In this way the liturgy of the Church picks up on the
great movement which the Bible achieves and whose
intention is to draw all human beings into the great sal-
vation event. Baptism is the gate through which people
of all times can climb on board God’s great offer of sal-
vation that is attested to by the Bible.

In all of its texts, the Bible is no mere history book; its
intention is rather to take hold of people, helping them
down through the ages to open themselves to the
action of God toward humankind. In the form of mysta-
gogical celebration the wisdom of the liturgy is revealed
as capable of continuing this action and making it pres-
ent time and time again. This same action was likewise
experienced by the celebrating community of the litur-
gy described in my opening paragraph. The biblical
words about the waters of life were experienced as rel-
evant and real by the participants in the liturgical cele-
bration of the baptismal memorial.

How the Bible invites its listeners

Something that was a vital part of the liturgy from the
beginning, and that has been practiced in the Church
ever since has perhaps been somewhat marginalized in
the biblical science of recent centuries: that the Bible is
a book that does not exist for its own sake alone; its aim
rather is to take hold of readers and to become alive in
them. Until very recently the Bible was commonly
viewed as a book of a “holy past” which was only per-
fectly understood if one could explain how it came into
being - so, the past conditions of the time in which it
was written. To interpret a text meant for the most part
to be able to explain the origin of the text. The work
done by the classical historical-critical methodology
represented a notable advance in the way we handle
the Bible, because it constituted a counterweight to the
unreflective use of the text. But with this way of framing
the question it was not yet sufficiently clear what the
Bible had to do with one’s own life. That is why the
move still has to be made from the reflective “back
then” of the text's origin to the (equally reflective)
“today” of the text.

In recent years developments have taken place in the
areas of the literary and cultural sciences which can
also be stimulating and helpful for the use of the Bible
as relevant to the present. The emphasis here is on the
fact that works of art and literature are not only to be
viewed as self-subsistent entities which we investigate
to discover the creative artists’ intention; rather, the act
of reception of a work of art must also be the object of
our reflection. Artis only art if it is also received as such.
And reading and reflecting on a work of art are not
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merely ways in which we take in a prefabricated some-
thing; these acts have rather an intrinsic value and con-
sistency of their own. What begins to emerge is a
dynamic relationship between the art work and the per-
son who receives it. There has then been a turn here
from an aesthetic of text production to one of text
reception, and this also has its consequences for sci-
entific reflection on the liturgy and on the way we use
the Bible.

An example from contemporary Bible translation might
illustrate this change. Luke's Gospel begins with a fore-
word, in which the Evangelist addresses his reader
directly: “it seemed good to me also, having followed
all things closely for some time past, to write an order-
ly account for you, most excellent Theophilus” (Lk 1:3).
Now it is possible to inquire as to who this Theophilus
might be. It is not in fact known who he is, and almost
certainly it will never be possible to positively identify
the man. For this reason, a recently published German
translation, Bibel in gerechter Sprache (“The Bible in
Just and Inclusive Language”), chooses an altogether
different translation for this verse, which would now
read in English translation: “it seems good to me also,
to write an orderly account for you, dear friend of God.”
This translation changes everything, without departing
here from either the wording or the meaning of the
Greek text. Theo-philus means in translation: “friend of
God.” But with the translation of the name a lot more
has happened than just this. The unknown figure of a
Theophilus, who is sunk in the “back then” of history,
has suddenly become the prototype of every reader of
the Gospel. If | am in search of God, then | am myself
this friend of God, then | can feel directly addressed by
the foreword of this Gospel. So the modern translation
makes clear that everyone alive today, every woman
and every man, is intended by the text. — So both trans-
lations are true to the text, but in different ways. The
word “Theophilus” remains true to the wording and
sound of the Greek original; the translation “friend of
God” picks up on the concern of the author to address
all people down through the ages with his Gospel. |
think this is a remarkably fortuitous translation. With this
address in the foreword | am invited to take my place
among the band of friends of God and with them to set
out on a journey of discovery of God's Good News
through the Gospel.

Bible-reading, as has become increasingly clear, is not
a merely passive taking in and understanding of a pre-
fabricated text, but an altogether active procedure.
When, in the process of reading, | “pick up” the indi-
vidual parts of a text and bind them together into a fluid
whole, then | am synthetically active as a reader. At the
same time every part of a text addresses my own world
of experience and association. This means that texts
exercise a control on me as reader and at the same
time they allow me plenty of room to move around.
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Jean-Paul Sartre put it this way: “Reading is controlled
creativity.” This is something that must be taken seri-
ously, even when we are dealing with biblical texts.

Performativity: from participant to spectator and back

Research in the area of the humanities has in the last
years and decades been highlighting the concept of the
“performative” as an important focal term with a high
explanatory potential. The rubric “performative” assem-
bles a number of approaches that have to do not only
with cultural texts “as such” but also with the idea in mind
that the reception and the performance of texts and
works of art form part of their meaning and significance.
This may sound almost self-evident, but it has far-rang-
ing consequences for the way we handle works of art
and works of literature, and ultimately also the Bible.

The concept of performativity comes from the science
of theatre, and this is hardly accidental. Till a short time
ago the term “work” was a remote and almost sacro-
sanct concept. To better grasp this it might be helpful
to review the history of European literature and theatre:
the 18" and 19" centuries highlighted at once the aes-
thetic of genius and the theatre of illusion that corre-
sponds to it: the audience room is darkened so that the
viewer can not be seen (or heard either, for they were
supposed to be absolutely silent from this time for-
ward), and the piece of the author-genius was then
played out on the stage. The role of the audience was
just to sit and absorb it all in silence and awe. In earlier
times there was no such code of behavior as this. At the
time of Shakespeare, for instance, the viewers were
active participants in the performance and they did not
hesitate to intervene even with running commentary or
noisy interjection. And even in the time of Mozart and
Haydn the audience would converse with one another
during the music.

So it is interesting to observe: with the highlighting of
the author and his work as a self-contained whole the
person at the receiving end tended to disappear entire-
ly from view. There was nothing left for him to do but to
take in the completed product that was served up to
him. A turning point in this way of viewing things came
only in the 1960s, and that, under the catchword “per-
formativity”. Suddenly spectators are no longer just
spectators, but are encouraged to become fellow play-
ers or actors in the piece.

The composer John Cage wrote “4’33” — a piece in
which the pianist sits silently at the piano for four and
half minutes. The first auditors of the piece reacted with
a riot at this unexpected impertinence. But silence, too,
is music, and the would-be silence in the room makes
clear that there are quite a number of noises that are
otherwise ignored: clearing of throats, rustling, breath-
ing, door-slamming, whispering. The audience was
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thus forced into an active form of percipience that they
had not anticipated: till that time one was expected to
behave in a concert hall in such a way that the artist
alone could make a noise, and the attention of the audi-
ence was directed only to this, while every other sound
was suppressed and blanked out in the reception. But
now the idea is that whatever that takes place outside
the piece itself is not just background noise but rather
is a constituent part of the performed piece.

Fundamental shifts in the whole conception of what
constitutes a work of art have thus come about. The
invisible and inaudible spectator has returned visible
and audible to become an indispensable part of the
performance itself. One can well imagine that this has
led to irritation, not only with the piece by John Cage
but in many other situations as well. Suddenly it does
not suffice to remain in the role of a deeply entrenched
inwardness; instead, one must take oneself and one’s
own presence into account as well. And viewing is
already acting and stage-playing.

Remarkably the Second Vatican Council expressed
something very similar in relation to the liturgy. Thus, in
the constitution on the liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium
(SC 48) we read: “The Church, therefore, earnestly
desires that Christ’s faithful, when present at this mys-
tery of faith, should not be there as strangers or silent
spectators; on the contrary, through a good under-
standing of the rites and prayers they should take part
in the sacred action, conscious of what they are doing,
with devotion and full collaboration. They should be
instructed by God’'s Word, and be nourished at the
table of the Lord’s body; they should give thanks to
God; by offering the immaculate victim, not only
through the hands of the priest but also together with
him, they should learn also to offer themselves; through
Christ, the Mediator, they should be drawn day by day
into ever more perfect union with God and with each
other, so that finally God may be all in all.” - So here
you have a series of very similar reflections. In both
cases the aim is not to turn the participants into activists
in too direct a way (this would be a misconstrual of the
Council’s statements), but rather to bring out anew their
indispensable and proper role in the coming together
of the whole and thereby always to be aware that par-
ticipation at mass can only take the form of a kind of a
communal celebration. In a second step this renewed
awareness will inevitably influence the way we cele-
brate. At least such was the hope of the Council.

The performative character of the Bible

The same is true with the Kingdom of God preaching of
Jesus: it does not merely discuss something “not yet
here”, something absent; rather, in his enthusiastic ser-
mon the Kingdom of God is itself made alive and active.
It is already there. This is something altogether different



*i?/g |

from merely talking about it. Rather, just as in his para-
bles Jesus speaks of the nature and activity of God, of
celebration, of satisfaction and well-being, of the
search for those who are lost, physically and psycho-
logically, of how intensively God looks after the margin-
alized, this new world begins to take root in his hearers’
hearts and to transform their lives.

What can be said of the preaching of Jesus can like-
wise be said of the entire Bible of both Testaments: it
not only speaks of God, but allows us to experience the
God of the Bible Himself in verbal form. Bible-reading
means encountering God in the Word and assembling
a collection of God experiences. In technical terms this
means that the text of the Bible has itself already a per-
formative character: it effects what it represents. This
has its effects on any use we make of the Bible. One
who listens to its texts is himself drawn into this trans-
formation, enters the Word and becomes himself an
addressee. Basically, | have only “understood” the
Bible, when | not only know what it has to say and can
explain its statements, but have made it the foundation
of my own belief and my own life. This consideration
shows that the performative character of the Bible
stands in close proximity to the sacramental character
of God's Word.

So it is not merely a question of “knowing” the Bible,
but we must accept this performative quality associated
with the Word. This constitutes the inner connection
between Bible and liturgy. In every mass biblical read-
ings are read. This is more than a mere matter of infor-
mation. God Himself is alive with His Word among
believers. The Word of God is event. And the converse
is also the case: every Bible-reading done in common
is a liturgical event! This can be experienced in a vari-
ety of very different ways: in Word of God celebrations,
in Bible-sharing, in Bible circles, in biblical drama. All of
these forms derive their vitality from the fact that they
make room for the Word of God and the active listen-
ing, co-celebrating and participation of the faithful.

Reflection on the concept of the performative also
helps us to experience the Bible as an effective and
appealing book. And this means: the liturgical aspect
is not something that is introduced as a secondary ele-
ment to our dealings with the Bible; rather, it has been
an original property of the Bible from the start. And
finally this also means that active community celebra-
tion is not something added secondarily to the form of
the liturgy, but has always been one of its constitutive
elements.

Bible and liturgy: the Word of God is event

This is likewise a promise for the use we make of the
Bible in the community realm: if we make room for
Bible texts and allow them to happen, then something
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really does occur when it is read. Here we find an
expression of the sacramental character of the Bible: it
does not remain “story”, but becomes real, present.
This is no magic, but ultimately a mystery, but a mys-
tery that depends on the human being who opens him-
self to it: men and women who are prepared to make
room for the Word of God through their speaking and
their listening.

This likewise poses a question to our community prac-
tice: are there really places in the life of the community
where we make time and place for the Bible to strike
root in our hearts? There should then first of all be
something like a keen expectation that we really have
something to expect from God, something that will
touch us profoundly and sustain our lives. In a second
step we can then reflect on what this might mean for
community practice.

Practical suggestions for our treatment of the
Word of God

From my own experience in dealing with the Word of
God in community work | would like to contribute the
following suggestions which might help to encourage
an attentive and vigilant use of the Word of God.

Silence and hearing

This means really making place for the Word of God, a
place in time, too. Thus, when a biblical text is pro-
claimed there should always follow a period of silence
and meditation, so that the Word will have a chance to
really arrive, even from a reception-physiological point
of view. In this way people will have the opportunity
during and after the hearing to allow these words to
linger, to savor them, but also to become aware of
where the Word elicits resistance, where | feel some-
thing difficult or problematic. In the celebration of the
Eucharist the responsorial psalm offers such an oppor-
tunity for prolonged meditative reflection on the read-
ing. To be able to truly listen, to be attentive, to really
expect something from the spoken Word of God is not
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merely an optional form of behavior; it is the funda-
mental attitude of faith par excellence. To work on
acquiring this attitude is a task for a lifetime.

To proclaim

The role of the reader is of the highest importance as
well. The person who reads a Bible passage is at the
service of God’s Word. He or she becomes him- or her-
self a witness of God’s Word. If a text is spoken by a
reader without inner participation or involvement, and if
it is a text he is not very familiar with himself, then it is
bound to fall flat in the community as well. We are not
talking about a rhetorical dramatization of the text, but
simply about familiarizing oneself with the text. Only
when | myself have a relationship and feel an opening
to the text | am proclaiming — even if it is only in one
particular passage -, will it be possible for the Word of
God to mediate its effect through the vocal expression
| accord it. God needs human beings who are willing to
place themselves at his service, for only thus can the
word literally become incarnate.

To reflect and respond

In dealing with the Word of God, after the hearing and
the reflecting comes the responding. No Bible text
should be left “unanswered” in space. In the
Eucharistic celebration it is the acclamation of the
community following the proclamation of the Word and
the responsorial psalm that give expression to this
dimension. But in smaller liturgical gatherings, too,
self-contained forms of response are quite conceiv-
able. These, too, can take place in ritual form, so that
an external form remains, which is always helpful. So,
e.g., the reading of a biblical text can be followed by a
short period of silence, in which those present can
utter a word from the text that resonates with them.
This methodical step is known from Bible-sharing; it
can also be helpful for many kinds of liturgical cele-
brations in smaller circles.

There are a number of advantages to just this form of
personal “echoing” of the Word of God. When | know
that | will have to repeat a word from a given text after a
reading, then [ listen to this text with a whole new atten-
tion level, waiting for a word that speaks to me. And
when all those present have spoken their word, then
the community of believers configures itself in a totally
new way. Everyone has contributed something. And at
the same time every individual learns what is important
to the other.

To celebrate

What is good about the Catholic faith is that the liturgy
is celebrated with of all our senses. This should also
serve as a guideline for the practice of celebrating the
Word of God, for this Word is also not something
abstract. What it wants is to be celebrated! So, for
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example, an evening liturgy might well begin with light-
ing a candle at the beginning and giving praise to
Christ, the Light of the world. Incense, too, is an ancient
liturgical symbol. Honor can be shown to the Word of
God by placing grains of incense into a cup with glow-
ing coals standing before the lectionary. During the
prayers, too, or even as a silent gesture of prayer the
faithful could each put in a grain of incense. A bap-
tismal memorial can be conducted in the same way.
There should be no liturgy of the Word without at least
one of these ritual elements. They not only contribute to
the beauty of the liturgy, but they also deepen the use
of the Word of the God and bring out its multi-dimen-
sional character. Many Bible texts themselves offer
obvious links to the realm of the symbolic.

It is important here that all the faithful present take part
in this practice: put in a grain of incense, pass on the
light of a candle, sign his or her neighbor with the sign
of the cross. Even a common procession can be per-
formed. If possible there should be no liturgy of the
Word in which the faithful have not actively contributed
in this way. Such activity displays the community of the
believers, and thus is Church actualized. The external
participation of all signifies and makes possible also the
internal participation. This is what the Council meant by
participatio actuosa, which is something other than
mere aimless activism. We are not talking about some-
thing like staging, and still less of self-advertising;
rather it is a matter of strengthening all the faithful in
their baptismal charism. The Word of God can then be
celebrated with ceremony and can be experienced by
us in all its effective power.

In the context of what has here been said, one can only
look forward with anticipation to the Bishops’ Synod on
the Word of God in Rome and hope for further rein-
forcement in the way we treat God’s Word.

Abbreviated version of an article which originally appeared in
the journal Bibel und Liturgie 80 (2008), p. 243-250.

(Translation: L. Maluf)
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In chapter 21 of the Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum
we read: “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 faithful the bread of life from
the table both of God’s word and of Christ’s body”. In a
prominent Latin-German edition of the Council docu-
ments, in the 2" edition of the Lexikon fiir Theologie
und Kirche, the then Tubingen dogmatic theologian
Joseph Ratzinger commented on this expression as
follows: “The text [of the Dogmatic Constitution] here-
by underscores once again, what was already made
clear by the Constitution on the liturgy: (...) that the
Church as community of the body of Christ is precise-
ly also community of the /ogos, living from the Word,
such that ‘flesh’ and ‘word are the two ways in which
the ‘body of Christ’, the Word made flesh, approaches
us and become our ‘bread”. The Constitution on the
sacred liturgy Sacrosanctum Concilium, to which
Ratzinger's commentary alludes, had brought out the
significance of the Bible for the liturgy at its very begin-
ning, where it speaks of the essence of the Eucharist
(Art. 6f.). In one of the sections devoted to the renewal
of the liturgy the explanation is given: “Sacred
Scripture is of the greatest importance in the celebra-
tion of the liturgy. For it is from Scripture that lessons
are read and explained in the homily, and psalms are
sung; the prayers, collects, and liturgical songs are
scriptural in their inspiration and their force, and it is
from the scriptures that actions and signs derive their
meaning. Thus to achieve the restoration, progress,
and adaptation of the sacred liturgy, it is essential to
promote that warm and living love for Scripture to
which the venerable tradition of both Eastern and
Western rites gives testimony.” (SC 24)

In the following pages | would like to illustrate this
importance of the Bible for the liturgy, stressed by both
Council documents, by way of a concrete example,

namely the story in Daniel 3 that tells of the fate and the
song of the three young men in the fiery furnace. The
example can serve as an exemplary case study for a
number of reasons:

Firstly: the liturgical tradition knows this biblical story
in three fundamental cycles of concrete re-enactment
of the Paschal Mystery, namely in a daily, a yearly and
a lifetime cycle.

Secondly: the story, or the motif of the three young
men is present in three forms that are fundamental for
the liturgy, namely as reading, as song and as prayer.

Thirdly: besides these formal reasons, the story from
Dn 3 also has exemplary value from the point of view
of its content, for it issues in the invitation to the
praise of God, which is also the goal of liturgy as such.
But the Bible does not conceal the fact that the praise
the Church offers in this time between Pentecost and
Parusia must necessarily be offered in the very midst
of the hardships and adversities of this world.
Believers form part of creation as a whole, which,
as Paul says, is for the present time groaning in labor
pains.

Fourthly: the pericope of Dn 3 provides a suitable
example for highlighting a fundamental problem in-
herent in the current lectionary.

We will treat now briefly three of the places where the
biblical story of the three young men is employed in the
liturgy.

1. Dn 3 as a reading for the Easter Vigil

In addition to the Lord’s Supper on Sunday as a week-
ly commemoration of the Resurrection of the Crucified,
Christians approach the yearly commemoration of the
Paschal Mystery by way of an evening vigil, where the
initial lighting of the fire is followed by a rather lengthy
and ritually embellished Liturgy of the Word. Since the
4" century at the very latest the reading from Dn 3 has
been a fundamental constituent of these vigil readings
and its use is widespread in most rites of East and
West. The following overview shows the order of read-
ings of the Jerusalem and Byzantine traditions as
examples for the Eastern Churches, and the Spanish,
Galician and Roman traditions as examples for the
Western Churches.
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The Readings for the Easter Vigil

Orient Occident
Jerusalem Byzantium Spain Gaul Rome
(5" century) | (8™ century) | (11™ century) |(7"/8" century )| (8 century)
Gn 1 Gn1 Gn 1 X Gn1
Gn 22 Is 60 Gn 2 X Gns
Ex 12 Ex 12 Is 55 Gn7 Gn 22
Jon 1-4 Jon 1-4 Gn5 Gn 22 Ex 14
Ex 14 Jos 5 Ex 13-15 Gn 27 Is 54
Is 60 Ex 13-15 Gn 22 Ex 12 Ba3
Jb 38 Wis 3 Dt 31-32 Ex 13-15 Ez 37
2K2 1K17 Gn 27 Ez 27 Is 4
Jer 38 Is 61 Ex 12 Is 1-5 Ex 12
Jos 1 Gn 22 2 Ch 34f Jos 3f Jon 3
Ezr 37 Is 61 Ezk 27 Jon 1-3 Dt 31
Dn3 2Reg 4 Dn3 Dn3 Dn3
Is 63
Jer 38
Dn3

The choice and ordering of the Old Testament readings
are to a certain degree variable, but there is a common
basic stock that belongs to all five of the cited traditions:
Gn 1 (the creation), Gn 22 (the binding of Isaac), Ex 12
(the Passover, with the passing over of the slaying
angel), Ex 14 (salvation at the Red Sea) and Dn 3. It is
noteworthy that all the arrangements place Dn 3 at the
end of the vigil liturgy of the Word. The reason for this
must be that the procession of the newly baptized from
the baptistery to the church originally took place with the
final reading and its canticle. So the community would
welcome its new sisters and brothers with the assurance
that constancy in their confession to God and the praise
they render to Him, which might still be taking place in
extreme hardship would, in the end, lead to redemption
and liberation - in spite of all earthly power and might.

The example shows clearly the dimension of the liturgi-
cal reading: the proclamation of the Bible in the liturgy of
the Word is not merely the reading of pious stories or the
expounding of pertinent themes with the objective of edi-
fication and instruction for life, rather it is the anamnetic
proclamation of the mirabilia Dei, the saving acts of God,
as a “now” to be grasped in faith. Through the ritually
staged scriptural reading the present time of each cele-
brating community is identified with the salvation time
encoded in the Bible. This biblical salvation time stretch-
es from the Creation to final fulfilliment, from Genesis to
Apocalypse. The here and now of the community is
made present, one could say, to the salvation time of the
Bible. This dimension of biblical proclamation is brought
to explicit expression in the celebration of the Jewish
Passover meal, where after the Haggadah, the recount-
ing of the liberation from the slavery of Egypt, the text

continues: “in every generation every individual should
behave in such a way as if he himself were being taken
out of Egypt, for it is written: ‘and you shall tell your son
on that day, ‘It is because of what the Lord did for me
when / came out of Egypt’ (Ex 13:8). It was not our fore-
fathers alone whom God - God’s holiness be praised!
- rescued, but with them God rescued us too, for it is
written: ‘and he brought you out from there, that he
might bring you in and give you the land which he
swore to give to your ancestors’ (Dt 6:23).”

Not the three young men alone did the Everlasting deliv-
er from the fiery furnace, but with them he delivered us
as well.

2. Dn 3 as canticum of Sunday Lauds

The canticles that are proclaimed as part of the scriptur-
al readings for the Easter Vigil have since the 4" century
been given a place in the Church’s daily morning prayer
of Lauds. The prayer that occurs when night is coming to
an end thus becomes a memorial of Easter night; every
morning becomes an anamnesis of Resurrection morn-
ing. While the Byzantine tradition provides for the daily
recitation of a number of canticles one after another, the
Roman tradition divides the canticles among the individ-
ual weekdays. Our canticle from Dn 3 thus holds the dis-
tinction of being placed on Sundays and feast days:
before the psalms of praise (148-150) Laudate Dominum
one would hear the Canticum trium puerorum, Benedicite
omnia opera Domini Domino: laudate et superexaltate
eum in saecula.

Since the canticle was lifted from the Easter Vigil liturgy
of the Word the summons to praise is, of course,
removed from its context in the story of Daniel; how-
ever, the fate of the three young men remains present
through the antiphons that surround the canticle. While
in the West these tend to be brief and sober - some-
thing like: “the three in the fiery furnace cried out as
with one voice and sang: Blessed be God” (CAO Il Nr.
5176): Tres ex uno ore clamabant in camino ignis et
psalebant: Benedictus Deus) -, the Eastern Church
knows more posetically developed forms, such as the
following from the Pentecost Canon of Kosmos
Monachos: “The three young men, who had been
thrown into the fiery furnace, transformed the fiery blaze
into dew through the singing of hymns, as they cried
out: ‘Blessed are you, Lord, God of our fathers’”.

If in the Easter Vigil the faithful encounter the reading of
the three young men as a proclamation of the mirabilia
Dei whose effects are appropriated by the hearers, at
Lauds they approach the canticle of the three young
men as a song to be assimilated in an act of meditation.
The people praying it must themselves allow the text to
arise in song, they must give it a body to sound in, they
must bring it to life through the energy of their own
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breath. This, too, is an act of actualization: together with
the three young men in the fiery furnace the faithful sing,
as though they were already liberated. In the act of
singing the song of praise the singers are touched by a
future, which is grounded in the past. Through the
singing voice this future is made present and is thus
made manifest: “through their hymn-singing they trans-
formed the blazing fire into dew”, as it says in the
antiphon of the Eastern Church. Out of their hymn
singing, their praise of God, grows a force which trans-
forms the present.

3. Dn 3 as motif in the model prayer for the Liturgy
for the Dying

The dying and death of a Christian are together with the
burial the last station of his life’'s Passover or Easter,
which had started with his baptism into the death of
Christ and is now completed in his own dying, as he
crosses over from that world to the Father. Since the ear-
liest times the Church has accompanied this transition
by being there for the dying in their hour of need and
praying that God will receive his soul. In this connection
the story of the three young men must very early have
already played an important role, as the widespread use
of this motif on sarcophaguses and in catacomb paint-
ings attests.

In the Mass for the Dying there is a prayer whose lan-
guage is already known from the martyr acts of the
ancient Church and which has the following form in the
Roman Rituale of 1614:

Readings for

Paradigms for the prayers for the dying the Easter Vigil

Libera, Domine, animam servi tui (ancillae tuae),
sicut liberasti

Henoch et Eliam de communi morte mundi

Noe de deluvio Gn 5

Abraham de Ur Chaldeorum

Job de passionibus suis

Isaac de hostia, et de manu patris sui Abrahae Gn 22

Lot de Sodomis, et de flamma ignis

Moysen de manu Pharaonis regis Aegyptorum Ex 14

Danielem de lacu leonum

Tres pueros de camino ignis et de manu regis ini-
qui
Susannam de falso crimine

David de manu regis Saul, et de manu Goliae

Petrum et Paulum de carceribus

Et sicut beatissimam Teclam virginem ... de tribus
atrocissimis tormentis liberasti ...

The prayer to God for the salvation of the soul of the
dying person is grounded on the salvation action of God
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attested to in the Bible, which is rendered concrete in 13
examples (paradigms): may God deliver the soul of the
dying from all his suffering as He freed Enoch and Elijah
from the fate of earthly death, Noah from the flood,
Abraham from Ur of the Chaldees; Job from his suffer-
ings, Isaac from the altar of sacrifice, Lot from the con-
flagration of Sodom, Moses from the hand of Pharaoh,
Daniel from the lions’ pit, the three young men from the
fiery furnace and from the hand of the godless king,
Susanna from the false accusers, David from the hand of
Saul and Goliath, Peter and Paul from prison, and finally
the martyr Thekla from the three tortures.

Washington

Here we find the motif of Dn 3 perhaps in the clearest
fashion in the dimension of actualizing memory: in a con-
crete situation, the death of a Christian, the praying com-
munity reminds God of His earlier saving acts; the goal
of this reminding is that now, too, He will show Himself
as the one He has always shown Himself to be, namely
as Savior and Liberator.

Four of the eleven Old Testament paradigms, and
among these Dn 3, we have already encountered in
the readings for the Easter Vigil. The evening of life of
the Christian is marked by the vision of resurrection
morning.

Our inspection, by way of example, of three places
where Dn 3 has found a place in the liturgy of the
Church leads us to three different concrete realizations
of the Paschal Mystery, namely in the compass of a
day, of a year and of a lifetime, and to the reception of
the Bible in three different liturgical forms, namely in
reading, in song and in prayer. All three places show
that the most basic and proper dimension of the Bible
in the liturgy is that of anamnesis: the present is quali-
fied as the all-embracing salvation time of God inas-
much as it is identified with the salvation time attested
in the Bible. In the liturgical celebration borne by the
Holy Spirit, in which communities offer praise to the
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Father through His Christ, the past mirabilia Dei are
made present and the as yet outstanding mirabilia Dei
are anticipated. At its core, liturgy is the ritually per-
formed anamnesis of Scripture. The Bible, one could
pointedly say, is the most important of all liturgical
books and the only one that is truly indispensable.

Mich

In conclusion | would point to a deficiency in the current
reception of the Bible in the Liturgy of the Word. For if
one were to put the rule to the test and ask about the
present day use of Dn 3 in the liturgy, the results would
show that the pericope is indeed employed as a canticle
in Lauds and as a motif in the Liturgy for the Dying — a
presence, of course, which remains inaccessible to the
majority of the faithful — but that it has disappeared as a
reading. It has been absent from the Easter Vigil since
1956 as a consequence of the reduction of the vigil read-
ings from twelve to four, and even the Ordo Lectionum
Missae of 1969 does not have a place for it among the
readings for a Sunday or Feast Day. This is all the more
surprising, as it was precisely the Ordo Lectionum that
wished to honor the recommendation of the Council that
the treasures of the Bible be opened up more lavishly so
that “a richer fare may be provided for the faithful at the
table of God’s word” (SC 51). Indeed, with its three-year
cycle of readings and its proclamation on all Sundays of
an Old Testament pericope it held in store a wealth of
Scriptural readings that should not be underestimated.
Nevertheless, the lectionary conceals a number of prob-
lems connected with the composition and selection pro-
cedures for the readings. We might briefly note one of
these problems here: on Sundays throughout the year
the consecutive Gospel readings are matched by a the-
matically fitted Old Testament reading. With this selec-
tion procedure, under the exclusive guidance of the
Gospel thematic, one runs the obvious risk of losing
sight of some Old Testament passages that have been
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highly valued in the tradition of the Church; besides the
story of the three young men (Dn 3), one could mention
also the stories of Cain and Abel (Gn 4), of Jacob’s
dream of the ladder to heaven (Gn 28) and his fight with
God (Gn 32), of Joseph and his brothers (Gn 37f), of
David and Goliath (1 Sam 17) and of Daniel in the lions’
den (Dn 6), to name only a few. Other contemporary lec-
tionaries, which originated in dependence on the Roman
Ordo, such as the North American Revised Common
Lectionary (1992), the British Four Year Lectionary
(1990) or the Reform model “Patmos” (1997), do set the
“table of the Word of God” with this “bread” that suffers
neglect in our lectionary. | think it is necessary in our
Church also to advance further along the way of reform
embarked upon with the Ordo Lectionum Missae. It
would, after all, be a painful loss if these other witnesses
of Scripture were to disappear from the memory and
consciousness of contemporary communities.

The prophetic power of the story of the three young men
in the fiery furnace to interpret and to transform the pres-
ent seems at times to be more vividly felt outside the
walls of the Church than inside the Church vessel. At
about the same time that Dn 3 has been dropped as a
reading for the Easter Vigil, the motif of the three young
men is present to an astounding degree in painting,
music and literature. As one example for many we might
cite a poem of the German-speaking poet Christine
Busta, who draws from the song of praise of the three
young men the hope that the song of the persecuted
might finally triumph over the persecutors:

As they were thrown into the furnace
The three young men sang in the fire
The Bible tells us.

Pablo Neruda relates:

As Nazim Hikmet, the poet

Was thrown into a cesspool,

He began to sing from the refuse.

The Myrmidons are always ill-advised,
Sometimes the persecuted are as well.
But song is always right.

(Translation: L. Maluf)






