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"Fear not that your life shall come to an end; 

but fear instead that it shall never begin."1 
 
 

 

  

                                                           
1 Catholic convert Blessed Cardinal John Henry Newman, speaking on having faith. (Translator’s note) 
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SESSION ONE: 

  MAN’S CAPACITY FOR GOD 
 
 

Lesson Outline 

 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 The Human Person is by Nature a "Religious Being"  

1.3 Man Can Know God by Reason Alone 

1.4 Obstacles to Man's Natural Knowledge 

1.5 Conclusion in Brief 

 

Deepen your Faith: 

 

From the moment we come into being, we are invited into a dialogue with God.  Our dignity as 

human beings rests above all else on the fact that we are called to communion with God. 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"The search for God demands of man every effort of intellect, a sound will, ‘an upright heart’, as 

well as the witness of others who teach him to seek God." (CCC  27-38).2  

 

Doctrinal Body 

 

1.1      Introduction 

 

Atheists, or more accurately, the non-practicing, affirm that the quest for God is a worn-out and 

useless form of fanaticism. This is nothing new.  As the Psalmist observed:  the impious scorn the 

Lord (Ps  10:3)  and if they dare not explicitly deny His  existence (Ps 10:4,  14:1, 53:2), they in 

fact live as if He did not exist. The  psalmist resorts to the anthropomorphic image saying, "The  

Lord looks down from heaven upon the human race, to see if even one is wise,  if even one seeks 

God" (Ps 14:2),  but while we are in our “productive years", we feel we have more immediate 

priorities. We justify ourselves saying that old-age will come along soon enough, and then we will 

have time to sit down and philosophize. Yet God remains, waiting for those who sincerely seek 

Him. 

 

1.2     The Human Person is by Nature a "Religious Being" 

 

It is a fact, proven time-and-again through sociological, archaeological and anthropological 

research and findings, that throughout history, people of all ages and from all cultures have sought 

God as made manifest in their beliefs and religious behavior. Man is by nature and vocation a 

                                                           
2 CCC is the abbreviation for Catechism of the Catholic Church, Vatican Archives, 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/catechism/ccc_toc.htm    (accessed   May-July, 2009)   

 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/catechism/ccc_toc.htm
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religious being, sensitive to the supernatural; having come from God, and in movement towards 

God, man lives a fully human life only if he freely lives by his bond with God (CCC 44). 

 

Saint Augustine, who came to understand that living in communion with God is the fullness of joy, 

expresses it as follows:  "When  I am completely united to you, there will  be no more sorrow or 

trials; entirely full  of you, my life will  be complete (St. Augustine, Conf.  10, 28, 39: quoted in 

CCC 45). 

 

Man is  not a religious being because he  wills  it so,  rather he  is  that way because of that same 

will not to be. He "can run from God,  but it is impossible to hide from Him"1. One  way or another, 

after  the most disfigured denials, man always returns to adoration; which is both his  most essential 

duty and his  greatest need. God is the pole who never ceases to attract man, even  those who think 

they deny him, despite themselves, bear witness to Him, as Origen of Alexandria put it, referring 

to the person who  "refers his  indestructible notion of God to anything rather than God Himself"2. 

 

Man can arrive at certainty about the existence of God, the cause and the end of everything, thanks 

to the natural  light of human reason (cf.  DS  3026), when he listens to the message of creation and 

to the voice of conscience (cf. CCC  46).  [Note:  DS  =  Denzinger-Schonmetzer,  Enchiridion  

Symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum (in English, Handbook of  

Creeds, Definitions and Declarations Concerning Matters of  Faith and Morals, 1965] 

 

The  desire for God is written in the human heart, because man is created by God and for God; and 

God never ceases to draw man to himself. Only  in God will he find the truth and happiness he 

never stops searching for. Once  again, St. Augustine, "You made us, Lord, for yourself, and our 

heart is restless until it rests in You" (CCC 27). 

 

In many ways, human beings have given expression to their quest for God in their  religious beliefs 

and  behavior: in   their  prayers,  sacrifices, rituals, meditations, and so forth (CCC 28). 

 

These  forms  of  religious  expression,  despite  their  ambiguities,  are  so universal that one  may 

well  call man a religious being (CCC  28): "From one ancestor, [God]  made all nations to inhabit 

the whole  earth, and He allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where 

they would live,  so that they would search for God  and perhaps grope for Him and find Him - 

though indeed He is not far from each one of us. For "in Him we live and move and have our 

being."" (Acts 17: 26-28,  quoted in CCC 28). 

 

 

 

 

1  Gerardus Van der Leeuw, L'  homme primitif et la religion, etude anthropologique (N.p.:Alcan, 1940), 167-168 and 94-195. 

2   Henri De Lubac, SJ, The Discovery of God. (N.p.: Wm.  B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1996), 188  (quoting Origen, Contra Celsum, Bk.  2, ch.40).
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From the above, we may conclude that if God Himself placed in  the heart of man the desire to 

seek Him, then it is  He  who  can naturally satisfy the desire of man's heart to find  His  Creator. 

 

1.3  Man Can Know God by Reason Alone 

 

Faith in God who reveals Himself finds support  in  the reasoning of  our intelligence. When 

we think about it, we are able to see that there is no lack of proof for the existence of God 

through philosophical demonstrations, using a series of links of rigorous logic.  But there is 

also a simpler form which is more accessible to any person who tries to comprehend the world 

around him. 

 

When we talk of proof of the existence of God, we don't mean scientific laboratory  proof. 

Scientific  proof  is   only   valid  for  things  which  can  be perceived by the senses, since the 

instruments used in  the natural sciences for research  and  verification can  only   be  applied 

to the  like.   To  expect scientific proof of God would mean to reduce God  to the level  of the 

beings of our  world,  and  in   so   doing  we   would  commit  a  methodological  error 

concerning what God is. 

 

Created in God's  own image, called to know and love Him, man can discover certain "signs" 

which lead him  to God. 

 

These signs for finding God are in creation; in the physical world and in the human person. 

This does not involve any great stretch of the imagination: the physical world is a bouquet of 

flowers and the human person, each of us. 

 

 The physical world: Starting from the movement of the universe and the constant 

process of transformation, one  arrives at God's  invisible creative and sustaining action 

because His  power and deity are clearly perceived by our intelligence through His  

works (cf. Rom 1: 19-20;  Acts 14: 15,17;  17: 27-28;  Wis 13: 1-9; Ps  19:1-4). 

 

 The human person, with his  openness to truth and beauty, his  sense of moral goodness, 

his freedom and the voice of his conscience, with his longings for the  infinite  and  for 

happiness,  man  questions  himself about God's  existence. In all this he discerns signs 

of his spiritual soul, and the "seed  of eternity we bear in ourselves, irreducible to the 

merely material" (cf. GS 18:1,  14:2)  can have its origin only  in God (CCC  33). [Note: 

GS = Gaudium et Spes: Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 

Gaudium et Spes. Pope  Paul VI. December 7, 1965] 

 

 Reason enlightens us  that not even  the vegetative life  of a plant, and even   less   the  

sensitive life  of  animals, and far less   than that, the intellective life  of man could  

have stemmed from matter,  because we cannot hand on  something that  we  don't have; 

and since matter  is devoid of life,  matter cannot transmit life;  or can we  ask an oak 
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for pears, or bet on a 7 when we throw a die?  A die doesn't go up to 7, and matter 

doesn't have life. 

 

"I do not know  how  you came into existence in  my womb"  - the mother of the Maccabees 

said to her sons - "it was not I who gave you the breath of life, nor was it I who set in order the 

elements of which each of you is composed... it is  the Creator of the universe who  shapes 

each man's beginning, as he brings about the origin of everything" (2 Macc 7:22) 

 

The  world, and man, attest that they contain within themselves neither their first principle nor 

their final end, but rather that they participate in  Being itself, which alone is without origin or 

end. Thus, in different ways, man can come  to know that there exists a reality which is the 

first cause and final end of all things, a reality "that everyone calls God". (St. Thomas Aquinas, 

STh I,2,3  in CCC 34). 

 

"Our holy mother, the Church, holds and teaches that God, the first principle and last end  of 

all things, can be known with certainty from the created world by the natural light of human 

reason." (Vatican I: DS 3004,  3026;  Vatican II: DV  6).  Without this  capacity, man  would 

not be  able  to welcome God's Revelation. Man has this capacity because he is created "in the 

image of God". (Gen  1:26)  (CCC  36)  [Note:  DV  =  Dei  Verbum: Dogmatic Constitution 

on Divine  Revelation  Dei  Verbum.  Pope   Paul  VI,   Second  Vatican  Council: November 

18, 1965 

 

Well  before the First Vatican Council, Saint Thomas of Aquinas had already presented the 

rational demonstration for the existence of God  in  his  famous five "ways".3  

 

These are also known as "proofs for the existence of God,  in  the sense that they are 

"converging and convincing arguments",  which allow us  to attain certainty about the truth. 

 

The ways that demonstrate the existence of God are demonstrated by or based upon the  

principle of causality, which is: there is no effect without a cause, or rather, all beings which 

begin to exist have a cause. 

 

1.3.1 The First Way: The Way of Movement 

 

Formulation:  The  movement of the universe requires an unmoved First Mover, which is 

precisely God.  

 

You just have to open  your eyes  to see  that there is movement all around us. A movement 

requires a mover; there cannot be  an infinite series of movers which transmit   movement one   

to  another,  since an  infinite  number  is impossible, we must necessarily arrive at a first mover 

                                                           
3 cf. Summa Theologica (I, q. 2, 3) and Summa Contra Gentiles (I, 13) 
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which communicates movement without  having received it; this  is  the  unmoved First  Mover. 

Believers call this  First Mover, from whom all movement finds its source, God. 

 

1.3.2 The Second Way: The Way of Causation 

 

Formulation: Intermediate efficient causes necessarily require the existence of an independent 

First Efficient Cause which we call God. 

 

In other words: 

 

 An efficient cause is one which when it acts produces an effect distinct from itself. 

 

 An intermediate efficient cause is one which has been brought about by a previous 

efficient cause. In  this sense, all causes in the universe are intermediate, and dependent 

on the First Uncaused Cause. 

 

Physical and natural  sciences teach that  there was a time when no  living thing existed on the 

planet earth. Where did life spring from: plants, animals and people? 

 

After Pasteur's  conclusive experiments,  nobody defends the  hypothesis of spontaneous 

generation; true science establishes that a living being is never born without a vital germ, seed, 

egg or sprout from another living being of the same species. 

 

Thus, the origin of the first living member of each species cannot go back generation by 

generation infinitely. Rather, we must come  to a first Creator, who is God, the First Cause of 

all things. 

 

1.3.3 The Third Way: The Contingency of Beings 

 

Formulation: The  contingency of things in the world leads us with certainty to the knowledge 

of the existence of a Necessary Being who exists of Himself and whom we call God. 

 

To clarify: 

 

 A contingent thing is  one  which already exists, but which could  also easily not exist. 

It could  also be an object which has existed or which will cease to exist some  day. 

 

 A necessary thing is one  which exists of itself and which cannot cease to exist; having 

existence of itself, it must have always existed and can never stop existing. Moreover, 

it is  necessary for all other things to come  into existence. 
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Not all things  are  simply possible or contingent, instead,  there  must  be amongst these things 

one  which is necessary. One  of two things can be true about this necessary thing: either it 

exists of itself, or its coming into being depended on something else. 

 

If its necessity depended on  another, and since it is  impossible to admit an infinite series of 

necessary things each dependent on the prior - as we saw when discussing efficient causes - 

we must admit the existence of some  being having of itself its own necessity, and not receiving 

it from another, but rather causing in others their necessity. This absolutely Necessary Being 

we refer to as God. 

 

 The  Necessary Being is  infinitely  perfect. In  virtue of existing of His  own essence 

or nature, this Being must then possess the complete set of possible perfections and 

this, to a supreme degree. 

 

 There is only one Necessary Being. The  Necessary Being is infinite; two infinities 

cannot exist at the same time. It would be a contradiction. 

 

 The  Necessary Being is eternal. If He had not always existed, evidently He would not 

exist in virtue of His  own nature. 

 

 The  Necessary Being is absolutely unchangeable. The Necessary Being cannot acquire 

anything, since He  already possesses every perfection; and He  cannot lose  anything 

since the possibility of losing something is incompatible with supreme perfection. 

 

 The Necessary Being is absolutely independent. Since He has no need of anyone, He is 

perfectly satisfying of Himself, since he is the Being who exists of Himself. 

 

 The  Necessary Being is a spirit. The  Necessary Being must logically be of the spirit, 

not body  or matter. Since, if he were corporeal, He would be limited in His  Being, as 

all bodies are. If He were material, He would be  divisible and not infinite. As  matter, 

He  would not be  infinitely perfect because matter  cannot be the principle of 

intelligence and life, which are a thousand times more sublime than matter. 

 

It is clear that these and other characteristics which reason alone can discover with no effort 

and with absolute certainty in the necessary being absolutely coincide with the divine 

attributes. The  Necessary Being is therefore God. 

 

1.3.4 The Fourth Way: The Various Degrees of Perfection 

 

Formulation:  The   varying degrees of  perfection found in  created beings suppose the 

existence of one which is perfection Himself and the source of all perfection. 
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Using the completely true and evident experimental fact as the starting point - the existence of 

various degrees of perfection in things - natural reason goes to the need of a perfect being who  

contains all perfection to a maximum degree, that is to say one which through His  own essence  

and nature, without having received it from anybody else,  and which is,  of Himself, the cause 

or source of all perfection which are to be found to varying degrees in  all other living things. 

As  an example: A mathematics teacher would explain that "fractions"  can exist only because 

there is a whole number before them. 

 

1.3.5 The Fifth Way: The End and Governance of the Universe 

 

The  fifth way is taken from the governance of the world. We see that things which lack 

knowledge, such as natural  bodies, act for an end,  and this is evident from their acting always, 

or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. Hence it is  plain that  they 

achieve their end, not fortuitously, but designedly. 

 

Now  whatever lacks knowledge cannot move  towards an end, unless it be directed by  some   

being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is  directed by the archer. 

Therefore, some  intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are directed to their end;  

and this being we call God. 

 

Conclusion: St. Thomas Aquinas would have saved us  from some  major headaches if he had 

invited us  out bowling instead of all this philosophizing. We would have seen that the bowling 

ball knocks down  the pins because of the arm of the person who  set the ball in  motion. The  

ball didn't start off of its own  accord. The  same can be  said about creation: Somebody  set it 

in motion.  We are sure of that. Later on,  that same Somebody  would tell us who He is and 

what His  name is. 

 

1.4    Obstacles to Man's Natural Knowledge  

 

Man's faculties make him  capable of coming to a knowledge of the existence of a personal 

God. But for man to be able to enter into real intimacy with him, God willed both to reveal 

Himself to man and to give  him  the grace of being able  to welcome this  Revelation in  faith. 

The   proofs  of  God's   existence, however, can predispose one  to faith and help one  to see  

that faith is  not opposed to reason. (CCC 35) 

 

"We  can name God  only  by  taking creatures as our starting point, and in accordance with 

our limited human ways of knowing and thinking." (CCC 40) "Our holy mother, the Church, 

holds and teaches that God, the first principle and last end  of all things, can be known with 

certainty from the created world by the natural light of human reason." (cf. Vatican I: DS 3026  

in CCC 36). 

 

Although enabled, in  practice man experiences difficulties in  knowing Him through the 

natural light of reason, "for the truths that concern the relations between God  and man wholly 
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transcend the visible order of things, and, if they are translated  into human action and influence 

it, they call for self- surrender and abnegation." (CCC  37) This is why  many people forget 

about God, don't want to know about Him or even  reject Him. 

 

"Such attitudes can have different causes (cf. GS  19-21):  revolt against evil in the world; 

religious ignorance or indifference; the cares and riches of this world (cf.  Mt 13:22);  the 

scandal of bad example on  the part of believers; currents  of thought hostile to religion; finally, 

that  attitude  of sinful man which makes him  hide from God (cf. Gen  3,8-10) out of fear and 

flee  his  call (cf. Jn 1:3)." (CCC 29) 

 

1.5 In Brief: 

 

 God has placed in man's heart the desire to know the truth, and definitively know Him, 

so that knowing Him and loving Him, he  may also reach the full truth about himself 

(cf. Ex 33: 18; Ps  27 [26], 8-9; 63 [62], 2-3; Jn 14: 8; 1 Jn 3: 2). 

 

 "Consequently we can name God  by taking his  creatures' perfections as our starting 

point, "for  from the greatness and beauty of created things comes  a corresponding  

perception  of  their  Creator".  (Wis   13:5   in   CCC   41).   "The heavens declare the 

glory of God; the sky proclaims its builder's craft." (Ps 19: 2). 

 

Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) Paul VI, Second Vatican Council (18 Nov, 1965): From the Dogmatic Constitution 

on Divine Revelation Dei  Verbum, number 6.  

 

Through  divine  Revelation,  God   chose   to  show   forth and  communicate Himself and the 

eternal decisions of His  will  regarding the salvation of men. That is  to say, He  chose  to 

share with them those divine treasures  which totally transcend the understanding of the human 

mind. 

 

As a sacred synod has affirmed, God, the beginning and end  of all things, can be  known with 

certainty from created reality by the light of human reason (cf.  Rom.  1:20);  but teaches that  

it is  through His   Revelation that  those religious truths which are by their nature accessible 

to human reason can be known by all men with ease, with solid  certitude and with no trace of 

error, even  in this present state of the human race." 
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2.) John Paul II (20 March, 1985):  General Audience. One  Can Know  God By  the 

Natural Light of  Human Reason (Catechesis on  the Creed)4 

 

In our last catechesis, we said that faith is conditioned by Revelation and that Revelation comes  

before faith. We  therefore will  have to try to clarify the notion and verify the reality of 

Revelation (following the Constitution  Dei Verbum of the Second Vatican Council). However, 

before this,  we  wish to concentrate on the subject of faith, that is, on the person who says "I 

believe," thus  responding to God  who  "in  his  goodness and  wisdom" has  willed to "reveal 

himself to man." 

 

Even before a person utters "I believe," he  already has some  concept of God that  he   has  

acquired by   the  effort  of  his   intellect.  Treating  of  divine Revelation, the Constitution Dei  

Verbum recalls this fact in  the following words: "As a sacred Synod has affirmed, 'God,  the 

beginning and end  of all things, can be  known with certainty  from created reality  by  the  

light  of human reason'" (cf. Rom 1:20) (DV 6). 

 

Vatican II  is  here recalling the doctrine fully  presented by  the preceding Council, Vatican I. 

It is in keeping with the whole doctrinal tradition of the Church, which is  rooted in  Sacred 

Scripture, in  both the Old  and the New Testaments. 

 

1.   Recognized through what he has made 

 

A classic text on the subject of the possibility of knowing God - his  existence, first of all - 

from created things is found in St. Paul's Letter to the Romans: "Whatever can be known about 

God is clear to them: He  himself made it so. Since the creation of the world, invisible realities, 

God's  eternal power and divinity, have become visible, recognized through the things He  has 

made. Therefore they are inexcusable" (Rom 1:19-21). The  Apostle has in mind here people 

who  "in  this perversity of theirs hinder the truth" (Rom  1:18).  Sin draws them away from 

giving glory due  to God, whom every person is able to know. He  is  able to know God's  

existence and even, to a certain extent, his essence, his  perfections and his  attributes. The  

invisible God  becomes in  a certain way "recognized through the things he has made." 

 

In  the Old  Testament, the Book  of Wisdom proclaims the same doctrine as the Apostle. It 

speaks about the possibility of arriving at a knowledge of the existence of God  from created 

things. This teaching is found in  a somewhat lengthy passage which we would do well  to read 

in its entirety: 

 

"For all those were by nature foolish who  were in ignorance of God,  and who  from the good  

things seen did  not succeed in  knowing him  who  is, and from studying the works did  not 

discern the artisan. 

                                                           
4 Available on the Vatican.va website at  http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19850320en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data
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"But either fire, or wind, or the swift air, or the circuit of the stars, or the mighty water, or the 

luminaries of heaven, the governors of the world, they considered gods.  Now if out of joy in 

their beauty they thought them gods, let them know how far more excellent is the Lord than 

these; for the original source of beauty fashioned them. 

 

"Or if they were struck by their might and energy, let them from these things realize how much 

more powerful is he who made them. 

 

"For from the greatness  and the beauty of created things their original author, by analogy, is 

seen. 

 

"But yet, for these the blame is  less;  for they indeed have gone  astray perhaps, though they 

seek God and wish to find  him. 

 

"For they search busily among his  works, but are distracted by what they see,   because the 

things seen are fair. But again, not even   these are pardonable. For if  they so  far succeeded 

in  their knowledge that  they could  speculate about the world, how  did  they not more quickly 

find  its Lord?" (Wis 13:1-9). 

 

2.   No  explanation without First Principle 

 

We  find  the main thought of this passage also in  St. Paul's Letter to the Romans  (1:18-21). 

God  can be  known through creation - the visible world constitutes for the human intellect the 

basis for affirming the existence of the invisible Creator. The passage from the Book of 

Wisdom is fuller. The inspired author argues with the paganism of his  time, which attributed 

divine glory to some  creatures. At the same time, he  offers us  some  elements for reflection 

and judgment that can be valid for every era, including our own.  He  speaks of the enormous 

effort expended to learn about the visible universe. He speaks also of those who  "seek God  

and wish to find  him." He  asks why  human wisdom, which enables man to "speculate about 

the world," does  not come  to know its Lord. The  author of the Book of Wisdom - as St. Paul 

did - sees  some blame in this. But we will  have to return to this theme separately. 

 

For now,  let us  too ask: how  is it possible that the immense progress in  the knowledge of the 

universe (the macrocosm and the microcosm), its laws and its happenings, its structures  and 

its energies, does  not lead everyone to recognize the First Principle, without whom the world 

cannot be explained? We  will  have to examine the difficulties which many people today 

stumble into. Yet we joyfully note that even  today, many true scientists find  precisely in  

scientific  knowledge a stimulus to believe, or at least to bow  before the mystery. 

 

3.   Man's intellect 

 

Following Tradition, which has its roots in Sacred Scripture of the Old  and New  Testaments, 

the Church, in  the nineteenth century during the First Vatican Council, recalled and confirmed 
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the doctrine on the possibility with which the human intellect is endowed to know God through 

creation. In  our century, the Second Vatican Council recalled this doctrine anew in the context 

of the Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei  Verbum). This takes on great importance. 

 

Divine Revelation is indeed at the basis of faith, of man's "I believe." At the same time, the 

passages of Sacred Scripture in which this Revelation is found, teach us  that man is capable 

of knowing God by reason alone. He  is capable of  a  certain  "knowledge" about  God,   even   

though it is  indirect and  not immediate. Therefore, alongside the "I believe" we  find  a certain 

"I know." This "I know"  concerns the existence of God and even, to a certain extent, his 

essence. This intellectual  knowledge of God  is  systematically treated by  a science called  

"natural  theology,"  which is  of  a philosophical nature  and springs from metaphysics, that 

is, the philosophy of being. It focuses on the knowledge of God as the First Cause, and also as 

the Last End of the universe. These questions, as well  as the vast philosophical discussion 

connected with them, cannot be examined within the limits of a brief instruction on the truths 

of faith. Neither do we intend to take up  here in a detailed way those "ways" that guide the 

human mind in  the search for God  (the "Quinque viae" [five ways] of St. Thomas Aquinas). 

For this catechesis of ours, it is sufficient to keep in  mind that the sources of Christianity speak 

of the possibility of a rational  knowledge  of  God.   Therefore, according to the  Church,  all  

our thinking about God,  based on  faith, also has a "rational"  and "intellective" character. 

Even atheism lies  within the sphere of a certain reference to the concept  of God.  If  it denies 

the existence of God,  it must also know whose existence it is denying. 

 

It  is   clear  that   knowledge through  faith  differs  from  purely  rational knowledge. 

Nevertheless God  would not have been able to reveal himself to the human race if it were not 

already naturally capable of knowing something true about God. Therefore, alongside and in 

addition to an "I know," which is proper to man's intellect, there is an "I believe," proper to the 

Christian. With faith the believer has access, even  if obscurely, to the mystery of the intimate 

life of God who reveals himself." 

 

3.) St. Augustine: The  Confessions. Book I. 5 

 

Chapter  1. He  Proclaims the Greatness of God,  Whom He  Desires to Seek and Invoke, Being 

Awakened by Him.  

 

1. Great are You, O Lord, and greatly to be praised; great is Your power, and of Your wisdom 

there  is  no  end. And  man, being a part of Your creation, desires to praise You,  man, who  

bears about with him   his  mortality, the witness of his sin,  even  the witness that Thou resistest 

the proud, - yet man, this part of Your creation, desires to praise You. Thou movest us to delight 

in praising You; for You have formed us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless till they find  

rest in  You.  Lord, teach me  to know and understand  which of these should be first, to call 

on You,  or to praise You; and likewise to know You,  or to call upon You.  But who  is  there 

                                                           
5  Available online at: http://www.newaDei Verbument.org/fathers/110101.htm 

http://www.newadei/
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that  calls upon You  without knowing You? For he  that knows You not may call upon You 

as other than You are. Or perhaps we call on You that we may know You.  "But how  shall 

they call on Him in whom they have not believed? Or how  shall they believe without  a 

preacher?" (Romans 10:14)   And  those who  seek the Lord shall praise Him. "For those who  

seek shall find  Him", (Matthew 7:7)  and those who find  Him shall praise Him. Let me seek 

You, Lord, in calling on You, and call on You in believing in You; for You have been preached 

unto us.  O Lord, my faith calls on You-that faith which You have imparted to me,  which You 

have breathed into me  through the incarnation of Your Son,  through the ministry of Your 

preacher. 

 

Chapter 2. That the God Whom We Invoke is in Us,  and We in Him. 

 

2. And  how shall I call upon my God- my God and my Lord? For when I call on Him I ask 

Him to come  into me.  And  what place is there in me into which my God can come- into 

which God can come,  even  He who made heaven and earth? Is  there anything in  me,  O Lord 

my  God,  that can contain You?  Do indeed the very heaven and the earth, which You have 

made, and in  which You have made me, contain You? Or, as nothing could  exist without You, 

does whatever exists contain You? Why,  then, do I ask You to come into me,  since I indeed 

exist, and could  not exist if You were not in  me?  Because I am not yet in hell, though You 

are even  there; for if I go down  into hell  You are there. I could  not therefore exist, could  not 

exist at all, O my God,  unless You were in me.  Or should I not rather say, that "I could  not 

exist unless I were in You from whom are all things, by whom are all things, in  whom are all 

things?" (Romans 11:36)  Even so, Lord; even  so. Where do I call You to, since You are in  

me,  or whence canst Thou come  into me?  "For where outside heaven and earth can I go that 

from thence my God may come into me who has said, I fill heaven and earth?" (Jeremiah 

23:24) 
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SESSION ONE SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    Above all, on what does the dignity of man rest? 

 

2.    Is  the quest for God  something immediate or does  it require personal effort? 

 

3.    What is the existential reach of the following statement:  "Without the Creator the 

creature would disappear."? (cf. Gaudium et spes 36).  

 

4.    If man is religious by nature and has been invited into communion with God, why  do 

some  forget or reject this intimate and vital union? 

 

5.    If God is beyond expression, incomprehensible, invisible, unreachable, how can we 

speak appropriately of Him? 

 

6.    Is our knowledge of God analogous or metaphorical? 

 

7.    Can our human faculties discover the existence of a personal God? 

 

8.    According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, in  the historical conditions in  

which man finds himself, what are the obstacles which prevent  reason from making 

effective and fruitful use  of this inborn faculty?
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SESSION TWO: 

GOD COMES TO MEET MAN IN THE REVELATION 

 

Lesson Outline 

 

2.1 Introduction 

2.2 Natural Knowledge of God 

2.3 Knowledge of God through Faith 

2.4 How does God Reveal Himself?  

2.5 Characteristics of Revelation  

2.6 Contents of the Revelation 

2.7 The Existence of God as the Object of Faith 

 

Deepen your Faith: 

 

God, by  revealing Himself, provides man  with  the  answer  to the  great questions he wonders 

about concerning the meaning and final end  of his  life. God,  by sending His  own  Son,  

communicates His  own  Mystery to man. The Son  is  the Father's  definitive Word, after  whom 

there  will  be  no  further Revelation. 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"God communicates Himself to man gradually, preparing him to welcome by stages the 

supernatural Revelation which He makes of Himself and which is to culminate in the Person 

and mission of the incarnate Word, Jesus Christ" (CCC 50-67). 

 

Doctrinal Body:  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

It should be noted that religions founded by men are an attempt to get to God. In Biblical 

religions, on  the other hand, such as the Judeo-Christian, the process is  the opposite: it is  God  

who  takes the initiative to come  to man's encounter to converse with him  and make Himself 

known. "In the Sacred books, the Father who  is  in  heaven meets His  children with great love  

and speaks with them" (DV 21). 

 

If God  had not wanted to tell us,  freely and solely  out of love,  we would not know who  He  

is  and what He  is  like,  nor what His  "attitude" towards us, human beings is. 

 

2.2 Natural Knowledge of God 
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Through natural  reason, man can discover with certainty the existence of a personal God from 

the departure point of creation (CCC 32) and thus come to know His  eternal power and divinity 

(Rom 1:19-20). This way of knowing has, in a certain sense, its beginning in man and in his  

mind and lets the creature rise to the Creator, and is called the way of "knowledge". But it goes 

no further. 

 

Knowledge  through   reason,   lifted  up    to  Him   "from  created   things" corresponds to 

man's rational  nature. It also corresponds to God's  original plan, since He,  by granting man 

this nature, wishes man to know Him. "God, who  through the Word creates all things (see  John 

1:3)  and keeps them in existence, gives  men an enduring witness to Himself in created realities 

(see Rom.  1:19-20)" (DV 3). 

 

2.3 Knowledge of God through Faith 

 

But, being God,  He  is  situated in  another order of knowledge, which man cannot possibly 

arrive at by his  own powers. We need a second way, the way of "faith", which has its beginnings 

exclusively in God. 

 

It is the Revelation to which faith defers that will tell us splendidly what God 

- whom we can discover through reason - is like  (CCC 50). 

 

As our starting point on God who reveals Himself, we shall take this text from the Second 

Vatican Council, "In His  goodness and wisdom God chose  to reveal Himself and to make 

known to us  the hidden purpose of His  will  (see  Eph. 1:9)  by which through Christ, the Word 

made flesh, man might in  the Holy Spirit have access to the Father and come  to share in the 

divine nature (see Eph. 2:18;  2 Peter 1:4). Through this revelation, therefore, the invisible God 

(see  Col. 1;15,  1 Tim.  1:17)  out of the abundance of His  love speaks to men  as friends (see  

Ex.  33:11;  John 15:14-15) and lives  among them (see  Bar. 3:38), so that He may invite and 

take them into fellowship with Himself. (DV 2) 

 

If   knowledge through  "creatures"  only   indirectly takes  one   to  God,   in knowledge through  

faith,  God   "makes  Himself  known"  directly  through Revelation. 

 

In   this  knowledge through  faith  and  acceptance as  truth  of  all  of  the supernatural  and 

salvific content of the Revelation, man is  introduced to a deeply  personal relationship with 

God who reveals Himself. The "surrender of self" to God on man's behalf is the adequate 

response. 

 

God could not have revealed Himself to mankind if we were not able by nature to know some 

truth concerning Him. 

These two ways are quite distinct from each other, yet they come  together in man and in a 

certain sense, complement and support each other. 
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We  are  obviously referring  to God's   public  Biblical Revelation  which is unrelated to the 

private revelations, be these recognized or not, which certain saints have had, and even  less  so 

to the hallucinations which the founders of some  sects have had. 

 

2.4 How does God Reveal Himself?  

 

God  manifests what He  is  like,   how  we  are, and what His   plan  for all humanity is. This 

is what we call the Revelation. He does so through different mediators, many of whom are  

human,  in  a slow,   gradual  process, using actions and words. 

 

2.4.1 Through Deeds 

 

God reveals Himself firstly through the deeds He carries out in man's benefit and  which make 

up   the story of  salvation. His   appearance is  operative, beginning with Creation; this is God's  

Revelation which must be discovered by examining the signs of the times (Mt 16:1-4). 

 

So,  for example,  God  in  the Old   Testament,  not only   announced  to the Israelites His  

project to free them from Egyptian slavery (Ex  3), but also in fact freed them and brought them 

out of Egypt (Ex 12-15). 

 

Later, in the New  Testament, Jesus multiplied the bread and then revealed Himself as the Bread 

of Life,  thus explaining the sign  he  had performed (Jn 6).  He  also declared that He  is  the 

Resurrection and the Life,  and in  fact, resurrects  Lazarus (Jn  11).  In  this  way, we  better 

understand that God reveals Himself through deeds and words that are intimately united. 

 

2.4.2 Through Words 

 

God  reveals Himself through words already written in  the Bible  containing the living Word 

of God so that it may continue to resonate down  the centuries (Heb  4:12-13). 

 

Through this Word, God converses with the Church incessantly. When Sacred Scripture is read 

in Church, it is God Himself who speaks to us, and "to ignore Scripture is to ignore Christ". 

 

2.5 Characteristics of Revelation  

 

2.5.1 It is God's Initiative 

 

"Through an utterly free decision, God has revealed himself and given himself to man. This he  

does  by revealing the mystery, his  plan of loving goodness, formed from all eternity in  Christ, 

for the benefit of all men. God  has fully revealed this plan by sending us  his  beloved Son,  our 

Lord Jesus Christ, and the Holy  Spirit." (CCC 50) 
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God's   initiative  is   the  big   difference between  Christianity  and  natural religions: the 

fundamental fact of our religion is that God  reveals Himself to us; in other religions, it is man 

who attempts to find  God. 

 

2.5.2 Freely, God Reveals Himself out of Love 

 

What moved God  to show  forth in  man's encounter? He  is  moved by  love because He "wills 

everyone to be saved and to come to knowledge of the truth" (1Tim 2:4),  which is  the 

knowledge of Jesus Christ and so that man could share  with Him "those divine treasures  which 

totally transcend the understanding of the human mind" (DV 6). 

 

Despite man's dire need of Revelation to know God, it is by no means his right. Out of 

generosity, "by revealing himself God wishes to make them capable of responding to him, and 

of knowing him  and of loving him  far beyond their own natural capacity" (CCC 52). 

 

2.5.3 Necessary to know God 

 

"In  the historical conditions in  which he  finds himself", as a consequence of original sin,  and 

because the truths that concern the relations between God and  man  wholly transcend  the  

visible order  of  things  however,  "man experiences many difficulties in  coming to know God  

by the light of reason alone." (CCC 37) 

 

"This is  why  man stands in  need of being enlightened by God's  Revelation, not only  about 

those things that exceed his  understanding, but also "about those religious and moral truths 

which of themselves are not beyond the grasp of human reason, so that even  in  the present 

condition  of the human race, they can be  known by  all men with ease, with firm certainty and 

with no admixture of error". (CCC 38) 

 

2.5.4 Progressive 

According to His  divine pedagogy, God  has revealed Himself gradually "by deeds and words 

which are intrinsically bound up with each other" in  a way that the deeds proclaim and confirm 

the realities which the words express and at the same time, the words proclaim the deeds and 

explain their mystery (CCC 53). 

 

God knows our limitations, and little by little, by stages, He reveals Himself, preparing us  to 

welcome by  stages the supernatural Revelation that is  to culminate in Jesus Christ. 

 

This progression is denied for all intents and purposes through the practice of  some   religious 

groups which base their  teachings on  a single verse or passage  extracted  from Sacred 

Scripture,  ignoring the  entire  set  of  the inspired books. 
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2.5.5 Historical 

 

Revelation is a historical fact because God has intervened in  history to talk with mankind. He 

has made use  of concrete envoys (angels and prophets) and a specific people (Israel) who  

would prepare the way for the coming of His Son,  Jesus Christ, true God and true Man. 

 

This here and now,  having an inescapable temporal connotation is obtained through   deeds  

(sacred  history,  creation)  and   words  (prophets…).   Its culmination is Jesus Christ: "In times 

past, God spoke  in partial and various ways to our ancestors through  the prophets" (Heb  1:1).  

It is  definitive, the perfection of Revelation: "the one who sees Me, sees the Father". (CCC 65) 

 

This Revelation was not interrupted  by  the sin  of our first parents. "After their fall, His  

promise of redemption aroused in them the hope  of being saved (see  Gen.  3:15)  and from 

that time on He ceaselessly kept the human race in His  care, to give  eternal life to those who  

perseveringly do good in  search  of salvation (see  Rom.  2:6-7)."  (DV 3) 

 

Christian doctrine on Revelation is not about any god but about the One  true God  of Abraham 

and the patriarchs: the God  of Jesus Christ who  reveals Himself in human ways and times. 

 

God's   self-manifestation  finds  correspondence  in   man's  faith  (fides qua creditur, the faith 

with which one believes or subjective faith): we don't believe a thing, we believe a person. Faith 

in the person's object (fides qua creditur, la fe que creemos or objective faith) is also personal: 

we believe in God and we believe because of God (Summa theologiae Th II-II q 2a 3). 

 

Finally,  Revelation in   history is  an  image and  a  parable; primacy and foretaste of the 

scatological Revelation when we shall see  God face-to-face (1 Cor 13:12), as He is (1 Jn 3:2). 

Moses only heard God's  voice coming from the burning bush (Ex 34), but he could  not see  

His  face. (Ex 33:23). 

 

2.6 Contents of the Revelation 

 

 God  first  of all makes Himself and his  salvific will  known: "Then I heard  the voice 

of the Lord saying…Go and say to this people  (Is  6:8, 9); I, the Lord, am your God,  

(Ex 20,2);  I am who I am (Ex 3: 14). 

 

 God  reveals his  loving plan of goodness established since all eternity for all of 

mankind, so that through Christ, His  Son,  we gain access to God,   our  Father,   become  

adopted  children  and  are  "capable  of responding to him, and of knowing him  and of 

loving him  far beyond their own natural capacity" (CCC 52). 
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2.6.1 The Deposit of Faith 

 

The Deposit of Faith is the complete contents of divine Revelation contained in Sacred Scripture 

and Tradition and which the Apostles entrusted to the whole of the Church (CCC 84). 

 

The  contents of this deposit cannot be altered, although there is a progressive understanding of 

the truths of Revelation (CCC  66).  This deposit of faith shares in the Parable of the Hidden 

Treasure (the message cannot be  lost) (Mt 13:44)   and in  the Parable of the Talents which 

must bear fruit  (the message is to be transmitted to all) (Mt 25:14-30). 

 

Revelation is inextricably contained in both Sacred Scripture and in the living Tradition of the 

Church which the living teaching office of the Church guards: "Sacred tradition, Sacred 

Scripture and the teaching authority of the Church, in accord with God's most wise  design, are 

so linked and joined together that one cannot stand without the others, and that all together and 

each in its own way under the action of  the one  Holy  Spirit contribute effectively  to the 

salvation of souls." (DV 10). 

 

The Magisterium of the Church (the Pope and the bishops in communion with him) have the 

"task of authentically interpreting the word of God,  whether written  or handed  on...(exercising 

their  authority)  in  the name of  Jesus Christ. (DV 10; CCC 85). 

 

"This teaching office is not above the word of God, but serves it, teaching only what has been 

handed on, listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining it faithfully in 

accord with a divine commission and with the help of the Holy Spirit, it draws from this one 

deposit of faith everything which it presents for belief as divinely revealed." (DV 10) 

 

"Mindful of Christ's words to His Apostles: "He who hears you, hears me" (Lk 10:16;  cf.  LG   

20), the  faithful  receive with  docility  the  teachings and directives that their pastors give  them 

in  different forms." (CCC  87)  [Note: LG = Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution on the 

Church Lumen Gentium. Pope Paul VI. November 21, 1964.] 

 

2.6.2 There Will Be No Further Revelation  

 

"No new  public revelation is to be expected" which could  be grander or which could  correct 

"the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ" who is the fullness of the Revelation. "Yet 

even  if Revelation is already complete, it has not been made completely explicit; it remains for 

Christian faith gradually to grasp its full  significance over the course of the centuries." (CCC 

66) 

 

"Throughout the ages, there have been so-called "private" revelations, some of which have been 

recognized by the authority of the Church. They  do not belong, however, to the  deposit of 

faith. It is  not their  role to improve or complete Christ's definitive Revelation, but to help live  

more fully  by it in  a certain  period of  history. Guided by  the Magisterium of  the Church, 
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the sensus fidelium (sense of the faithful) knows how  to discern and welcome in these 

revelations whatever constitutes an authentic call of Christ or his saints to the Church." (CCC 

67) 

 

Christian faith cannot accept "revelations" that  claim to surpass  or correct the Revelation of 

which Christ is the fulfilment, as is the case in certain non- Christian religions and also in certain 

recent sects which base themselves on such "revelations"." (CCC 67) 

 

2.7 The Existence of God as the Object of Faith 

 

Dogma is a truth revealed by  God  contained in  Holy  Scripture and in  the Sacred Tradition 

and proposed by the Church's Magisterium and which the Church is bound to accept with faith 

(CCC 88). 

 

"Dogmas are lights along the path of faith; they illuminate it and make it secure." (CCC 89) 

 

The  existence of God is not only an object of knowledge of natural reason, but also an object 

of supernatural faith. 

 

The  Catholic credo begins with the following article fundamental to our faith: "Credo in  unum 

Deum", I believe  in  one  God".  The  Council of Trent (1545-1564)   teaches: The  Holy,  

Catholic,  Apostolic, Roman  Church  believes and confesses that there is but one  true God  

(DS  3001)  The  Council condemns as heresy the denial of the existence of God (DS 3021). 

 

According to the Letter to the Hebrews (11: 6), faith in the existence of God is an indispensable 

condition for salvation: "But without faith it is impossible to please Him, for anyone who  

approaches God  must believe  that He exists and that He  rewards those who  seek  Him. 

Supernatural  faith alone is  what can bring about eternal salvation in us  (DS 1526). 

 

The  supernatural  Revelation of the existence of God  confirms the natural knowledge of God  

and makes it possible for everyone to easily know of the existence of God,  with firm certainty 

and free of error (DS  3005,  cf. S. Th.  I 1, 1). 

 

Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) John Paul II (27 Mar 1985): General Audience. God Who Reveals Himself Is the 

Source of Our Faith. 6 

 

Our starting point in the catechesis on God  who  reveals himself is still the text of the Second 

Vatican Council: "In  His  goodness and wisdom, God chose to reveal Himself and to make 

                                                           
6 Available at Vatican.va website: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/ aud19850327en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/
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known to us the hidden purpose of His  will (cf. Eph 1:9)  by which through Christ, the Word 

made flesh, man might in  the Holy  Spirit have access to the Father and come  to share in the 

divine nature (cf. Eph 2:18; 2 Pet 1:4). Through this Revelation, therefore, the invisible God 

(cf. Col 1:15;  1 Tim  1:17)  out of the abundance of his  love  speaks to men as friends (cf. Ex 

33:11;  Jn 15:14-15) and lives  among them (cf. Bar 3:38), so that He may invite and take them 

into fellowship with himself" (DV 2). 

 

But we have already considered the possibility of knowing God  through the capacity of human 

reason alone. According to the constant teaching of the Church,  expressed  especially  in   the  

First  Vatican  Council (Dogmatic Constitution Dei Filius 2) and taken up  again in the Second 

Vatican Council (Dogmatic Constitution Dei Verbum 6), human reason has this capacity and 

possibility: "God,  the beginning and end  of all things [it says] can be known with certainty 

from created reality by  the light of human reason (cf. Rom 1:20)."  However, divine Revelation 

is necessary "that those religious truths, which are by  their nature accessible to human reason 

can be  known by  all men with ease, with solid  certitude, and with no trace of error, even  in  

the present state of the human race." 

 

This knowledge of God through reason, which reaches him "through created things," is in  

keeping with man's rational nature. It is in keeping also with the original plan of God, who by 

endowing man with this nature intends that man be able to know Him. "God, who through the 

Word creates all things (cf. Jn 1:3) and keeps them in  existence, gives   men an enduring witness 

to Himself in created realities (cf. Rm. 1:19-20)" (DV 3). This witness is given as a gift and at 

the same time is left as an object for study on the part of human reason. Through the careful 

and persevering reading of the witness of created things, human reason is directed toward God 

and approaches him. This is in a certain sense the "ascending" way. Using the steps of creation, 

man rises toward God by reading the witness of the being, the truth, the goodness and the beauty 

that creatures have in themselves. 

 

1.   The way of "knowing" 

 

This way of knowledge, which in a certain sense has its origin in man and in his  mind, enables 

the creature to ascend to the Creator. We can call it the way of "knowing." There is a second 

way, the way of "faith," which has its origin exclusively in  God.  These two ways differ from 

each other, but they meet in man himself and in a certain way mutually complete and help each 

other. 

 

Unlike knowledge through  reason, which begins in  "creatures" and which only  indirectly 

leads to God,  in  the knowledge that comes  through faith we draw upon Revelation, in  which 

God  "makes Himself known" directly. God reveals Himself. He  allows Himself to be  known, 

manifesting "the hidden purpose of His  will" (Eph 1:9). God's  will is that man, by means of 

Christ, the Word made man, could  have access to the Father in the Spirit and be made a sharer 

in  the divine nature. God  therefore reveals "Himself" to man, at the same time revealing His  

salvific plan with regard to man. God's  mysterious saving plan cannot be known by human 



 
 

28 

reason alone. Even the most clever reading of the witness of God in created things is incapable 

of revealing to the human mind these supernatural horizons. It does  not open  up  "the  way of 

heavenly salvation" (as the Constitution Dei  Verbum 3, expresses it), a way that is  closely 

united  to "the gift that  God  makes of Himself" to man. In revealing Himself, God himself 

"invites and takes man into fellowship with Himself" (cf. DV 2). 

 

2.   Accepting as true what God has revealed 

 

Only by keeping these things before our eyes can we understand what faith truly is, what the 

content of the expression "I believe" is. 

 

If it is precise to say that faith consists in accepting as true what God  has revealed, the Second 

Vatican Council has aptly stressed that  it is  also a response of the whole person, highlighting 

its "existential" and "personalistic" dimension. If in fact God "reveals Himself" and manifests 

the saving "hidden purpose of His will," it is right to show  to God  who  reveals himself such 

an "obedience of faith" through which the whole person freely abandons himself to God by 

showing Him "the full  submission of intellect and will" (Vatican I), and "freely assenting to 

the truth revealed by Him"  (DV 5). 

 

In knowing by faith, man accepts the whole supernatural and salvific content of Revelation as 

true. But at the same time, this fact introduces him into a profound personal relationship with 

God  who  reveals Himself. If the very content of Revelation is the saving "self-communication" 

of God, then the response of faith is correct to the degree that man - accepting that salvific 

content as the truth - at the same time "entrusts his whole self to God." Only a complete 

"surrender  to  God"   on   man's  part  constitutes an  adequate response. 

 

2.) From the Dogmatic   Constitution on the Catholic Faith Dei Filius - Session 3. 

First Vatican Council (1869-1879) 7  

 

Chapter 2: On Revelation 

 

1. The  same Holy mother Church holds and teaches that God, the source and end   of  all things, 

can be  known with certainty  from the  consideration  of created things, by the natural power 

of human reason: ever since the creation of the world, His  invisible nature has been clearly 

perceived in the things that have been made4.  It was, however, pleasing to his wisdom and 

goodness to reveal Himself and the eternal laws of His will to the human race by another, and 

that a supernatural, way. This is how the Apostle puts it: "In many and various ways God spoke 

of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us through His 

Son". 

 

                                                           
7 Available at EWTN website: http://www.ewtn.com/library/COUNCILS/V1.htm#4 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/COUNCILS/V1.htm#4
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3. It is indeed thanks to this divine revelation, that those matters concerning God which are not 

of themselves beyond the scope of human reason, can, even in  the present state of  the human 

race, be  known by  everyone without difficulty, with firm certitude and with no intermingling 

of error. 

 

4.  It is not because of this that one must hold  Revelation to be  absolutely necessary; the reason 

is  that God  directed human beings to a supernatural end, that is  a sharing in  the good  things 

of God  that utterly surpasses the understanding of the human mind; indeed eye  has not seen, 

neither has ear heard, nor has it come  into our hearts  to conceive what  things  God  has 

prepared for those who love him6. 

 

5. Now this supernatural Revelation, according to the belief of the universal Church, as declared 

by the sacred Council of Trent, is contained in written books  and unwritten traditions, which 

were received by the Apostles from the lips  of Christ himself, or came to the Apostles  by  the 

dictation of the Holy Spirit, and were passed on as it were from hand to hand until they reached 

us. 

 

6. The complete books  of the Old and the New  Testament with all their parts, as they are listed 

in  the decree of the said Council and as they are found in the old Latin Vulgate edition, are to 

be received as sacred and canonical. 

 

7. These books  the Church holds to be sacred and canonical not because she subsequently 

approved them by her authority after they had been composed by unaided human skill, nor 

simply because they contain Revelation without error, but because, being written under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they have God as their author, and were as such committed to the 

Church. 

 

8.  Now  since the decree on  the interpretation of Holy  Scripture, profitably made  by  the  

Council of  Trent,  with the  intention  of  constraining  rash speculation, has been wrongly 

interpreted by some, we renew that decree and declare its meaning to be  as follows:  that in  

matters of faith and morals, belonging as they do to the establishing of Christian doctrine, that 

meaning of Holy Scripture must be held to be the true one, which Holy mother Church held 

and  holds, since it  is  her  right  to judge of  the true  meaning and interpretation of Holy  

Scripture. 

 

9. In consequence, it is not permissible for anyone to interpret Holy Scripture in a sense contrary 

to this, or indeed against the unanimous consent of the fathers. 
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SESSION TWO SELF-TEST: 

 

1.  What is Revelation? 

 

2.  How does God carry out Revelation? 

 

3.    Can it be correctly affirmed that God's quest for mankind is greater than man's own 

search for our Creator? If so, why? 

 

4.    What are the characteristics of Revelation? 

 

5.     What is the deposit of faith? 

 

6.    According to Saint Paul, what can we know of the divine essence with the sole light of 

reason? 

 

7.    What is the task of the Magisterium with respect to the deposit of Revelation? 

 

8.   According to Dei Verbum # 7 what were the means used by the Apostles to hand on 

Revelation? 

 

9.    What does Saint Paul say about the requirement to have faith in  the existence of God for 

salvation?
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SESSION THREE: 

SALVATION HISTORY 

 

Lesson Plan: 

 

3.1 What is Salvation History? 

3.2 The Protagonists of Salvation History  

3.3 The Stages Prior to Salvation History 

3.4 God Initiates Salvation History 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

God wants all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. By means of man’s 

own history, God prepares us to be capable of recognizing the Messiah. 

 

Think about the following: 

1. Define Salvation History. 

2. When did it begin? 

3. Why did God not simply prevent human beings from sinning in the first place? (cf. CCC 

310, 395 & 412) 

4. Can Jesus of Nazareth be considered a beneficiary of Salvation History? 

 

From the Catechism of the Catholic Church: 

 

The victory over sin which Christ obtained for us has given us goods greater than those which 

we lost to sin. (cf. CCC 54-64; 410-412). 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

3.1 What is Salvation History? 

 

Salvation History refers to the set of historical events, all of which God has brought about and 

continues to bring about for mankind, and in accordance with His eternal project, in order to 

communicate His merciful love to us and to have us share in His own divine life. 

 

In order to fully grasp this concept, we must bear two things in mind: 

 

1.) History is always the history of man, because only we live in space and time. But God, 

“who  wills everyone to be  saved and to come  to knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim  2:4),   has 

entered into this history. Salvation is offered to all people and is granted unless we reject His 

grace freely and definitively. 
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2.) Our human history becomes Salvation History when we have interpreted our history and 

discovered its meaning in the light of the faith. History itself is not salvation, but salvation takes 

place within history, and it would be ambiguous if we were missing the criterion of the revealed 

word, which orients our understanding and helps us to distinguish the divine from the simply 

human. 

 

Salvation History indicates that God has created the world and has given life to man so as to 

manifest His freely-given love. 

 

It also tells us that God intervened historically, that is to say, in a specific geographical place 

and at a determined historical time, in the history of the People of Israel, and more specifically, 

in the lives of some of the members of this people, through signs, prodigies and words so that 

they could share in His life and friendship. 8 

 

It also bears witness to the coming of God Himself, born of the Virgin Mary, Who, by rescuing 

us from sin and death, God’s eternal project could be fulfilled: God communicates His 

love  and mercy, and gives  mankind a share in  His own divine life. 

 

After Christ’s Resurrection and the coming of the Holy Spirit, Salvation History is continued 

in the Church, where we invoke God as Father and treat all others as our brothers and sisters. 

Salvation History is thus the set of historical events by which God expresses His love for 

mankind and attempts to lead us to a life of friendship and intimacy with Him, which is the 

final result of our salvation. 

 

3.2 The Protagonists of Salvation History 

 

The two main players of this History are: 

 

 God, Who loves man as does a Father and out of this love created us, placing us at the 

peak of creation, giving us preferential treatment, and Who, when we sin, seeks us out of love 

and gives us a new opportunity to recover His friendship.9 

 

 Man, who is unable to recognize the privileges we enjoy as creatures, and is even less 

able to correspond to God’s great love; who falls and gets back up in an incessant dialogue 

between fidelity and sin. 

 

It is evident that when we speak of Salvation History, we are referring to the situation which 

reigned after the fall of original sin. Before that, God did not have to save us, nor was it 

necessary to lead us to that state of friendship which afterwards we would so long for. 

Friendship with God and a loving relationship with Him were the defining standard of our state 

of innocence in Paradise. What would have happened if there had been no original sin? It’s 

                                                           
8 CCC 212, 218, 234, 280 
9 CCC 431 



 
 

33 

anybody’s guess! Salvation may not have been necessary. However, there was an original sin, 

and salvation did occur, and while it may be philosophically titillating, we should focus on what 

exists, not in what could have happened if things were not as they were. 

 

In order to understand what Salvation History is, we must consider that the Bible’s message 

can be summarized with this proposition: the Bible narrates Salvation History. This is a story 

written under divine inspiration. There is a central theme: the Person of Jesus Christ, the Word 

of God Who enters into our human history with a body, in a determined land at a precise 

moment in time. 

 

People may ask: What does God do or not do? How far reaching is God’s action in history? 

What things should not be attributed to Him? Salvation history is the history of man’s salvation 

as he passes through this world by means of God’s special interventions and the cooperation of 

a few people who have the capacity to freely cooperate in carrying out God’s plan. 10 

 

3.3 The Stages Prior to Salvation History 

 

Revelation came to man gradually (Heb 1:1), in stages which are the partial fulfilment of His 

divine intentions. This Revelation of God in man’s time, makes our history a History of 

Salvation, in which events manifest and fulfill God’s salvific intent, showing us that God is 

near and truly steps in at privileged moments in the history of mankind to save us: “This   plan 

of  revelation is realized by  deeds and words having an inner unity: the deeds wrought by God   

in   the  history  of  salvation  manifest  and  confirm the  teaching and realities  signified by  

the words, while the words proclaim  the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in  them. By  

this revelation then, the deepest truth about God  and the salvation of man shines out for our 

sake in  Christ, who is both the mediator and the fullness of all revelation”11 

 

In mentioning the fundamental stages of Salvation History, we should consider two initial 

“prehistoric” moments as it were, while the third is Salvation History in the strictest sense. 

 

3.3.1 Creation 

 

In our Christian faith, the truth concerning God’s creation of the world and of man holds a key 

position because of its special wealth of its contents. 

 

The truth about Creation is of such great importance for human life that God, in His tenderness, 

wished to reveal to His people all that it is edifying for us to know. Beyond the natural 

knowledge which every person may have of his or her Creator (cf. Acts 17:24-29; Rm 1:19-

20), God progressively revealed to Israel the mystery of Creation.12 

 

                                                           
10 CCC 306 
11 DV 2 
12 CCC 287 
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Indeed, in the book of Genesis, Creation, which is God’s calling the world and man into 

existence out of nothing, does not only refer to the origin of the world as the result of God’s 

creative action, but is also presented as the first of God’s actions of Revelation and the 

commencement of Salvation History, while illustrating God’s continuous activity, as the 

foundation for everything. God takes care of everything, sustains everything, gives life to 

everything. Without God’s continual preservation, the world and all things would cease to 

exist.13 

 

This is only the first stage of Revelation, because what occurs next will not be interrupted even 

by the sin of our first mother and father. God, in fact, “Then after their fall His promise of 

redemption aroused in them the hope of being saved (see Gen. 3:15) and from that time on He 

ceaselessly kept the human race in His care, to give eternal life to those who perseveringly do 

good in search of salvation (see Rom. 2:6-7).” 14 “Even   when  he  disobeyed  you  and  lost 

your friendship you did not abandon him to the power of death.”15 

 

We exist only because God willed, out of love, to call us into existence, and further, wishing to 

open the way to supernatural salvation, made Himself personally manifest to our first parents 

from the beginning (DV 3) and “He invited them to intimate communion with himself and 

clothed them with resplendent grace and justice” 16 

 

We know all these things because God,  in his  wisdom and goodness, chose  to reveal them to 

us,  and he  does  so, in  the Bible. Nevertheless, the concept of the existence of  God  can  be  

reached  by  human  intelligence alone. The human person can arrive at the formulation of the 

truth that both the world and finite beings depend on the Absolute. 

 

Indeed, this dependence on an Absolute being is found only vaguely in the cosmological 

mythologies outside of the Bible, and is absent from the speculations of the ancient 

philosophers, even of the greats, such as Plato and Aristotle, who, nevertheless developed a 

quite elevated concept of God as a totally perfect Being, as the Absolute.  

 

“Unaided human intelligence can arrive at the formulation of the truth that the world and 

contingent beings (i.e. those not existing of necessity) depend on  the Absolute. However, the 

formulation  of this dependence as "creation", therefore on the basis of the truth about creation, 

pertains originally to divine revelation and  in   this sense   it is  a truth of  faith.”17 

 

Of course, it is not just a question of knowing when and how the world and man became a 

material reality, but rather of knowing the answer provided by our Christian faith to the most 

basic human question concerning the origin and destiny of man and everything that exists. 

 

                                                           
13 CCC 301 
14 DV 3 
15 CCC 55 
16 CCC 54 
17 CCC 286; cf. JP II: God, the Creator of Heaven and Earth. Catechesis 1 Jan 1986; cf. CCC 286 
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Salvation means deliverance from evil, and, in particular, freedom from sin. Obviously, the 

term goes beyond this because it includes the wealth of the divine life which Christ has brought 

to man, and the mysterious conciliation of justice and mercy which are the dimensions of His 

redeeming goodness. 

 

This is the central truth of Christian soteriology (the study of salvation) which we profess in the 

Creed: “for us and for our salvation, He descended from Heaven”. 

 

When describing the creation of man, the book of Genesis underscores the originating 

“goodness” of all that is created, and in particular the “goodness” of man, created by God: “God  

looked   at everything he  had made, and he  found it very good.” (Gen 1:31). Man 

is the being created in God’s image, rational and free, thus the phrase alludes to the “goodness” 

proper to that being according to the Creator’s design. Moreover, the text presents man’s 

original state before sin as one of original perfection, expressed, in a certain manner, in the 

image of “paradise”. 

 

The faith taught by the Church concerning man’s original innocence is based on this description 

given in Genesis of man made by God’s own hands and living in complete familiarity with Him 

(cf. Gen 2:8-25). Later, the book of Ecclesiastes will say that “God made humankind upright” 

(Eccles 7:29). When the Council of Trent teaches that “the first Adam lost the holiness and 

justice with which he had been constituted” (cf. Decr. De pecc. Origi., Ds 1511), it means that 

before original sin, man possessed the sanctifying grace of all of the supernatural gifts which 

make man “righteous” before God, and lived in friendship with Him. 

 

The source of this perfection is found in friendship with God by means of His sanctifying grace, 

and in those gifts, which theology refers to as “preternatural” gifts, but which were lost by 

humanity through original sin. 

 

Thanks to these divine gifts, the human person, united in friendship and harmony with his 

Creator, possessed and held within himself an inner balance, experiencing no anguish at the 

perspective of decay and death. 

 

3.3.2 The Fall 

 

We know from Revelation that human beings were created in the image and likeness of God; 

that is, in an original state of righteousness and perfection. Nevertheless, as creatures endowed 

with free will, we were capable of making responsible choices. That means that even   from the 

very beginning we were put to the test by their Creator, as were all other spiritual beings. 

 

Revelation itself allows us to know the state of man’s original righteousness before sin in virtue 

of his friendship with God. We learn of the fundamental trial God had reserved for man and 

woman, but which they failed: they distrusted God and disobeyed Him, losing their capacity to 

be happy. 
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Man’s freedom is finite and fallible. Indeed, man erred and freely sinned. By rejecting God’s 

loving project, man fooled himself and became a slave to sin. The history of humanity from the 

start bears witness to the wretchedness and oppression born of the heart of man as a 

consequence of making ill use of our freedom. 18 

 

According to Revelation, sin is man’s main and fundamental evil: as we abuse our freedom, we 

reject the love which God gives to the people He has created so that we may love Him and one 

another. 19 

 

This means that the Creator reveals Himself, from the beginning, to another rational and free 

being as the God of the Covenant and of friendship, but also as the source of goodness, and 

thus, of the distinction between good and evil in the moral sense. 

 

Genesis describes this trial using an anthropomorphic image: man is forbidden to eat of the 

fruits of the “tree of the science of good and evil” (Gen 2:16-17). The text symbolically evokes 

the insuperable limit which human beings, as creatures, must recognize and respect (cf. CCC 

396). Man depends on the Creator and is subject to the laws which the Creator has established 

as the foundation for the order of the world made by Him, the essential order of all that exists. 

Thus, man is also subject to the moral standards which regulate the use of his freedom.  

 

3.3.3 The Promise of Salvation 

 

After the fall, God did not abandon man. On the contrary, God called him (cf. Gen 3:9) and 

mysteriously announced the victory over evil and how man would be raised up after his fall (cf. 

Gen 3:15; CCC 410). 

 

The Christian tradition sees in this passage an announcement of the “new Adam” (cf. 1 Cor 15: 

21-22, 45) Who, through His “obedience even unto death on the Cross” (cf. Phil 2:8) atoned 

for the sins of Adam’s descendants with an overflow of grace (cf. Rm 5:19-20). In the Fourth 

Eucharistic Prayer, the priest solemnly addresses God with the following words: “We give you 

praise, Father most holy, for you are great, and you have fashioned all your works in wisdom 

and in love. You formed man in your own image and entrusted the whole world to his care, so 

that in serving you alone, the Creator, he might have dominion over all creatures. And when 

through disobedience he had lost your friendship, you did not abandon him to the domain of 

death.”20  

 

Moreover, God addresses the serpent of temptation, saying: “I will put enmity between you and 

the woman and between your offspring and hers; He will strike at your head, while you strike 

at his  heel” (Gen 3:15). 

 

                                                           
18 CCC 1739 
19 CCC 387 
20 Eucharistic Prayer IV. Retrieved 10 Sep 2018 from http://catholic-resources.org/ChurchDocs/RM3-EP1-

4.htm. 
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These words from Genesis are considered the protoevangelium, the first prophetic 

announcement of the Redeeming Messiah, permitting us a glimpse of God’s salvific plan for 

the human race, who after original sin found themselves in the state of decay we well know.  

 

Foremost, the   protoevangelium expresses the  central  event in   God’s  salvific  plan with the 

announcement and the promise it contains: God  did  not abandon humankind to the power of 

sin  and death. On the contrary, He reached out to save us. God’s  immediate response to human 

sin  allows us  to know Him   as infinitely just, while also infinitely merciful. 

 

From this very first proclamation, God manifests Himself as the God that “so loved  the world 

that He  gave His  only  Son”  (Jn 3:16);  who  “sent His  Son  as expiation for our sins”  (1Jn 

4:10);  and who  “did  not spare his  own  Son  but handed him over for us all” (Rom  8:32). 

 

3.4 God Initiates Salvation History 

 

3.4.1  The Covenant with Noah 

 

Once the unity of mankind had been shattered by sin, God at once  sought to save humanity 

part  by  part.  The   covenant  with  Noah  (cf.  Gen   9:9)   gives expression to the principle of 

divine economy (God’s  plan) and divine mercy towards all people (Gen10:15; cf. 10:20-31). 

 

Once He was able to leave the ark after the Great Flood, Noah built an altar and offered a 

sacrifice to God, who  accepted it and entered into a covenant with Noah, and through him with 

the entire human race. This Covenant stated that God would never again destroy human beings 

with a flood.   The rainbow would be the signal to forever remind us of this Covenant. 

 

The episode of the Tower of Babel which resulted in a state of incomprehensible division 

amongst many nations is at once  cosmic, social and  religious (Acts  17:26-27). It is intended 

to limit the pride of fallen humanity united only in our perverse ambition (cf. Wis 10:5) to forge 

our own unity as at Babel (cf.  Gen 11:4-6). But, because of sin (cf.  Rom 10:18-25), both 

polytheism (believing in  many gods)  and the idolatry of the nation and of its rulers threaten 

endlessly to return us to a state of paganism. 

 

This is  why  the  Covenant with Noah gives continuity to the  promise  of salvation and  remains  

in  force until  the  universal  proclamation of  the Gospel. 

 

3.4.2  God Chooses Abraham 

 

God chooses Abraham calling him from his land, his country and his  father’s home (Gen  12:1), 

making him  the father of a multitude of nations in whom  “all the nations of the earth shall be  

blessed”  (Gen  12:3  LXX; cf.  Gal 3:8; CCC 59). 

 

With Abraham’s calling Salvation History enters a very special stage since we can actually 

identify the time and place: it was around the year 1850  B.C, in Ur of the Chaldeans. 
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The Bible refers to Abraham  as “the Friend of God”21 because  of  his   generous response to 

God’s call. First God calls Abraham from his land and asks him to follow His  guidance.  God 

promises great things and God always gives a hundredfold in return. Even though things do not 

seem to turn out as he expected, Abraham  keeps  trusting  God  and that  is   why   he   awaits  

the fulfillment of God’s promises. Abraham recognized God as a faithful friend. He trusted God 

and God showered Him with blessings. 

 

In  God’s plans, Abraham is called to be the beginner of a blessing that will not only  reach his  

direct descendants but also all the nations of the earth. The promise made to Abraham  

inaugurates  Salvation  History (cf.  CCC 706). 

 

Abraham’s son, Isaac, born beyond the imaginings of any human plan, will be the  definite sign   

and  will   bring  continuity  to  the  fulfillment of  the promise. 

 

God  does  not achieve salvation  in  disregard  of  human  beings.   Even though God unveils 

His  plan, He  always awaits the person’s free response. Abraham will offer a response full  of 

faith, obedience and trust.  Therefore, when Yahweh asks  him   to offer his  son   in  sacrifice, 

Abraham  does  not hesitate because he  is  certain that if it had been possible for God  to grant 

him   a son,   surely God  would provide an  answer at  the  moment of  the offering, as indeed 

happened. 

 

3.4.3  God Forms His People, Israel 

 

For the moment, we merely mention this point here, since it is an integral element of any 

discussion of Salvation History. However, the concept will be dealt with in greater detail in the 

next chapter. 

 

3.4.4  The Coming of the Saviour 

 

All  acts of  God  in  the Old  Covenant were oriented towards the full  and definite Covenant, 

toward “Him  Who  was to come”, the Messiah who would establish the Kingdom of  God.  

After a long period of  waiting, “when  the fullness of time had come,  God  sent his  Son,  born 

of a woman, born under the law” (Gal 4:4),  thus giving perfect fulfillment to the promises made 

in the Old  Testament and crowning Salvation History by  establishing God’s Kingdom. 

 

With His presence and manifestation, His words and deeds, His signs and miracles and, above 

all, through His death and glorious Resurrection and with the sending of  the Spirit of  Truth, 

He   establishes and makes present the Kingdom of God.   He reveals God’s mercy and carries 

out the reunification of mankind scattered and divided by sin. 

 

                                                           
21 cf. Isa 41:8; 2 Chron 20:7; James 2:23 
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He gathers disciples around Him, the new People of God, open  to Jews and gentiles; and  with 

His  blood He seals the new and definitive Covenant. 

 

3.4.5 Salvation History Continues in the Church 

 

God,  Who  chose  the people of Israel in the Old Testament to reveal and carry out His   

universal plan of  salvation, now  brings His   salvific design  to its fullness by  calling all human 

beings to become part of His  new  people, the Church. 

 

Peter  calls the  young Christian  community, made up  mostly  of  gentiles, People  of God,  

and bestows upon them all those characteristics that Isaiah and Hosea considered as attributes 

of ancient Israel.  He adds that this new people is the fruit of divine compassion. “But  you  are 

‘a  chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy  nation, a people  of His  own’, … Once  you  were 

‘no people’ but now  you are God's people;  you ‘had not received mercy’ but now  you have 

received mercy.” (cf. 1 Pet 2:9-10;  Is 43:20-21; Hs  1:6-9) 

 

The  Second Vatican Council22 teaches us that the Church of Christ, prefigured and prepared 

within the people of  ancient Israel, is  the new and definitive People of God on a pilgrimage 

through history towards eschatological23 fulfillment. This assertion  accentuates  continuity 

between the two people (Israel and the Church) and, at  the same time, it underlines the 

superiority of the latter. 

 

There  is  a continuity  because it  is   within  the  Church  that  the  ancient prophecies of Israel 

which announced a new  People and a new  Covenant for all nations are fulfilled. It also marks 

off a difference and establishes superiority because all the realities of the ancient people of God  

achieve their fullness within the Church. What used to be figures and images in old Israel, 

become realities in the Church (cf. LG 9). 

 

In Brief: 

 

 Salvation History is the group of historical events that show what God has done  and 

continues to do in  behalf of mankind in  order to communicate his love and his  mercy, and to 

give mankind a share in his  own divine life. 

 

 The   two great protagonists in   Salvation  History  are:  God,  who   loves humanity as 

a Father, and the  human  being, who  falls and rises in  a continuous dialogue between fidelity 

and sin. 

 

 Man and woman failed and sinned freely. By rejecting God’s plan of love, they deceived 

themselves, becoming slaves to sin. 

                                                           
22 Dogmatic Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Lumen Gentium, Chapter 7 The Pilgrim Church; cf. Richard McBrien (22 Aug 

2011): Vatican II Themes: The Church as and Eschatological Community. CR Online at https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/essays-

theology/vatican-ii-themes-church-eschatological-community 
23 Eschatology is a branch of theology which deals with the doctrines of the last things. 
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 After the fall, mankind was not abandoned by God.    On the contrary, God keeps on 

calling us,  and in  a mysterious way announces the coming victory over evil and restoration 

from our fall. 

 

Points to Remember:: 

 

 Human history becomes Salvation History when it is  read and its meaning is discovered 

in the light of faith. 

 

 Salvation History is continued in the Church where we all invoke God as Father and we 

count all men and women as brothers and sisters. 

 

 God looked  at everything He had made, and He found it very good 

 (Gen  1:31). 

 

 He sent His  Son  as expiation for our sins. (cf. 1 Jn 4: 10). 

 

Supplementary Reading Suggestions: 

 

Saint John Paul II, Catechesis (17 December,  1986).  

Source: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1986/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_19861217_sp.html 

 

John Paul II, Catechesis (January 15,  1986).  

Source: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1986/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_19860115_sp.html 

 

John Paul II, Catechesis (March 11,  1998). 

Source: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1998/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_11031998_sp.html 

 

John Paul II, Catechesis (February 16,  2000). 

Source: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/2000/documents/hf_jp-

ii_aud_20000216_sp.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1986/docum
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1986/docum
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1998/docum
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/2000/docum
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SESSION THREE SELF-TEST: 

 

1.   What is the protoevangelium? 

 

2.   When does Salvation History begin? 

 

3.   Why is Mary the first beneficiary of Salvation History? 

 

4.   What is the purpose of Salvation History? 

 

5.   What is the relationship between Salvation History and History of Revelation? 

 

6.   Why is Abraham’s vocation so important? 

 

7.   On a  merely  personal  and  subjective level, when  does Salvation History end? 

 

8.   Which person in Salvation History is referred to as the Friend of God? 

 

9.   Explain the prominent roles of both God and the human race in Salvation History. 

 

10.  Outline the principal stages in Salvation History. 
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SESSION FOUR: 

IN THE MIDST OF THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL,  

THE SETTING FOR SALVATION HISTORY  

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

4.1 Introduction 

4.2 God Forms His People 

4.3 Slavery and Liberation from Egypt 

4.4 The Covenant 

4.5 Israel’s Purification in the Desert 

4.6 The Promised Land: Gift and Conquest 

4.7 Israel’s Ordeal in Exile 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

Consider the following: 

1.  Why does  God reveal himself gradually? 

2.  Why  do you  think God chose  to reveal  Himself by  making the history of  Israel the place 

where Salvation History took place? 

 

Catechesis: 

 

“God chose Abraham and made a covenant with him and his descendants. By the covenant God 

formed his people and revealed his law to them through Moses. Through the prophets, he 

prepared them to accept the salvation destined for all humanity.” (CCC 72) 

To learn more, read paragraphs 59 – 64. 

 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Reflecting on the inexplicable phenomena taking place among the people of Israel nourished 

and invigorated their faith.  They saw God’s provident hand sustaining  and  strengthening  them 

as they faced the difficulties and predicaments of their situation. 

 

For instance, the book of Exodus narrates that God  provided them  with manna in  the desert: 

in  the morning a layer of dew  lay all about the camp, and when the dew  evaporated, there on  

the surface of the desert were fine flakes like  hoarfrost on  the ground. They  were similar to 

coriander seeds, but white, and tasted like  wafers made with honey. They  collected it before 

the sun grew hot in order to prepare the day’s meal (cf. Ex 16:13-14.31; Nm 11:7).   Some   
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commentators say that  it was a sweet resin produced by  a certain type of tamarisk shrub that  

grows along the central region of the Sinai peninsula. 

 

What may seem to be a natural phenomenon held a special meaning for these faithful people. 

It meant that Yahweh’s   providential and solicitous protection never abandoned them and kept 

on feeding them this same way during the fourty years of  their  pilgrimage through the desert 

until they reached the borders of Canaan (cf. Ex 16:35). The timeliness of these events meant 

God’s hand  was  protecting  His   people.    God, Who   usually  acts through ordinary channels 

and does  not normally alter natural laws, used the normal course of events in order to intervene 

in human history. 

 

Salvation was a  part  of  their  daily life.   God’s  presence  was  something constant and 

uninterrupted, not just an eschatological plan reserved for the end  of times.  In  fact, all events 

were considered and witnessed as Yahweh’s salvific interventions  Who,  in  order to benefit 

His  people, made use  of the natural dynamism of creation. This experience of salvation can 

be observed in many important moments of the history of Israel. 

 

4.2 God Forms His People 

 

God  chose to reveal Himself by making the history of Israel the place where  salvation  occurs. 

In   order  to  form His chosen  people,  God began by selecting our most ancient ancestors:  the 

patriarchs.   Abraham, Isaac and Jacob would  be  the bearers of the promises which would be  

fulfilled in  the future: descendants, land and the blessing for all the nations of the earth. 

 

“The  people  descended from Abraham would be  the trustees of the promise made to the 

patriarchs, the chosen people  (cf. Rom  11:28), called to prepare for that  day when God  would 

gather all his  children into the unity of the Church (cf. Jn 11:52;  10:16). ‘They would be the 

root on to which the Gentiles would be grafted, once they came to believe’” (cf. CCC  60, also 

cf. Rom  11:17-18.24). 

 

“After  the patriarchs,  God  formed Israel as His  people  by freeing them from slavery in Egypt. 

He established with them the covenant of Mount Sinai and, through Moses,  gave them His law 

so  that  they would recognize Him and serve Him as the one  living and true God,  the provident 

Father  and just judge, and so that they would look  for the promised Saviour  (CCC  62)  (cf. 

DV 3). Israel is “the first to hear the word of God”24,   the  people who are our  “elder  brethren”  

in   the  faith  of Abraham. 

 

All   events  are  linked  and  unified  by   God’s   personal  intervention  as protagonist with 

the cooperation of His chosen people. God  does  not save the human person  without his or her.   

“God  who  created you without you,  will  not save you  without you,”  Saint  Augustine would 

wisely state centuries later.

                                                           

24 Roman Missal, Good  Friday Celebration of Our Lord's Passion: Solemn  Intercession  VI For the Jewish People.  
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4.3 Slavery and Liberation from Egypt 

 

After Abraham’s  story, the book  of Genesis narrates  the story of Isaac and Jacob,   trustees  

of   the  divine  promises  with  whom  Salvation  History continues. 

 

These patriarchs,  like  their predecessor Abraham, led  a semi-nomadic life wandering the 

vicinities of Canaan in  search of pastures for their goats and sheep.  In  the end, food shortages 

forced Jacob and his  descendants to move to the Nile Delta, settling  in the lands of the Pharoah. 

 

For over ten generations the Hebrew population grew and became so numerous that they filled  

the country (cf. Ex  1:7),  but after a long  period of prosperity the political landscape changed 

dramatically.  The Bible says that “then a new king, who knew  nothing of Joseph came to 

power in  Egypt” (Ex  1:8).  The Israelites were made slaves and forced to work exhausting  

days under  a sweltering sun and the cruel whips of Egyptian taskmasters. They  were mainly 

tasked with making bricks to build the walls of the Pharaoh’s supply cities (cf. Ex 5:8-9). 

 

The  cry of the Israelites  clamouring for release went up  to Yahweh: “He heard their groaning 

and was mindful of His  covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (cf. Ex 2:23-25). Salvation 

History is set into motion again:  God calls Moses and assigns him the mission of freeing His  

people from Egypt. 

 

This key episode in  Hebrew history has a precedent:  God  who  revealed Himself to Moses on 

Mount Sinai is the same God who had called and guided the patriarchs in  their pilgrimage.  He  

is  the God  of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Ex  3:6),  God  the Saviour of Israel, His  chosen 

people, who  brought them out of the land of Egypt, that place of slavery (Ex 20:2). 

 

The  book of Exodus narrates that Israel and a crowd of mixed ancestry were able to flee  Egypt, 

led  out by  Moses (Ex  12:38). They were driven into the desert in search of a space and an 

identity of their own.  But their freedom was not the result of their own ability or strength. The 

Israelites were quite disorganized at that time: it was God’s  initiative and power that  provided 

for them when His  people’s  capacities and resources were at their limit. 

 

They   left Egypt and crossed the Bitter Lakes in the northern  part of the Gulf  of Suez, northeast 

of the Red  Sea.  They left the Egyptian army behind, and reached the slopes of Mount Sinai. 

That was the place where the people of  Israel  sealed their  Covenant with Yahweh, the  God  

Who had always been mysteriously at their side  in  their  quest for freedom. “Thus the Lord 

saved Israel on that day from the power of the Egyptians” (Ex 14:30). The  experiences of the 

Exodus and the Covenant at Sinai made the Hebrews conscious of being God’s chosen people. 

 

In  contemplating God’s providential hand in  these events, Israel confesses once and again that  

it  is   Yahweh  who   has  made  everything possible. Nevertheless, the crowd of foreigners 

among the Hebrews (referred to as rabble by the author of the book of Numbers 11:4) were 
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always willing to rebel and did not waste a chance to murmur against God and to complain to 

Moses (cf. Ex 14:11). 

 

4.4 The Covenant 

 

When Moses was tending his  flock  at the foot  of Mount Horeb, he  heard a voice  that came 

from the middle of a burning bush, “I am the God  of your fathers, the God  of Abraham, the 

God  of Isaac and the God  of Jacob” (cf. Ex 3:4-6; Gen  28:13). 

 

Thus, it is the God of the fathers who sent Moses to set His people free from slavery in  Egypt 

(cf.  Ex  3:6-10). It is  also the same God  who  had made a covenant  with  Abraham  (cf.   Gen    

17:1-14)  and   his    descendants,  the patriarchs, who  were the founders of the numerous clans 

that became God’s chosen people. 

 

Yahweh reveals Himself to Moses as the God of the Covenant, the one who prepares a new 

stage in Salvation History by sealing the Covenant with His people at Sinai. 

 

The   initiatives of  the God  of  the Covenant date back to the days before Abraham with the 

Covenant with Noah before the Flood  (cf.  Gen  9:1-17). From the start they place human 

history in the perspective of salvation and confirm that it is God’s wish to save humanity. 

 

Both the Covenant and creation are a gift, they are God’s entirely free, generous and sovereign 

initiative. As the book of Deuteronomy says, “It was not because you are the largest of all 

nations that  Yahweh set His  heart  on you  and chose  you,  for you  are really the smallest of  

all nations. It was because the Lord loved you  and because of His  fidelity to the oath He  had 

sworn to your fathers…” (cf. Deut 7:7-8). 

 

The  Covenant makes Israel “Yahweh’s very own  possession” (Ex 19:5),  God’s people (Lev  

26:12). Yahweh, on  the other hand, is  “tied”,  engaged to the Israelites as “their  God”  (Lev  

26:12)  and committed to being  always by  their side  to protect them. Throughout their history, 

and especially in  hardship, Israel will  appeal to this commitment God  has made with them: 

“Look  to your Covenant” (Ps  74:20). 

 

On  the other hand, the people must obey  the law they have received from Yahweh in  order to 

be  faithful to this Covenant.  Even though it is God’s initiative, the people must fully adhere 

to it, and this adhesion must be expressed in  real and concrete actions. This means fulfilling 

Yahweh’s will in all circumstances of daily life. 

 

4.5 Israel’s Purification in the Desert 

 

After the  experience of  being freed  from Egypt  and  feeling God’s  hand working in their 

favour, the adversities in the desert were a call to live a life of faith, to trust God Who  

unfailingly gives proof of His  love  and His power. 
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During the years of wandering in the desert, Israel’s sin  was lack of faith. The  reason for their 

constant complaints and despair was that they did not trust God.  Moreover, they even came to 

believe that God  had brought them up  out of Egypt because He hated them and wanted to 

deliver them into the hands of  the Amorites for their  destruction (Deut 1:27).  They   could   

not understand that all divine intervention is motivated by love (cf. Deut 4:37;7:8). 

 

Besides being a place for purification, the desert would become a privileged place of encounter 

with God.  Here, the Israelites came face to face with the Lord, they  spoke to Him, felt His   

caressing hand  guiding them, feeding them, defending and pampering them (cf. Deut 1:30-32; 

4:25-40). 

 

Moses died   when the journey through the desert ended, but this did  not interrupt  the continuity 

of Salvation  History.   Yahweh chose   new  envoys such as  Joshua and the Judges. He  poured 

His  Spirit over them so they could complete  the  tasks  for a new stage  in   Salvation  History: 

the possession of the land that  constituted the fulfillment of the promise (cf. Deut 1:6-8). 

 

4.6 The Promised Land: Gift and Conquest 

 

“Whenever  the cloud rose from the tent, the Israelites  would break camp; wherever the cloud 

came to rest, they would pitch camp” (Num 9:17;  Ex 40:36). 

 

After the journey through the desert, Moses placed Israel within reach of the Promised Land 

and was made to understand that his own mission had ended.   Yahweh took  him  to the top of 

Mount Nebo  facing the city of Jericho and showed him  all the Promised Land saying, “This  

is  the land which I swore to Abraham,  Isaac and Jacob  that I would give  to their descendants. 

I have let you feast your eyes upon it, but you shall not cross over.” It is there that Moses died 

(cf. Deut 34:1-5). 

 

This is a topic in which there is always a risk of focusing only on the facts. It is  important  to 

keep in  mind that the sacred authors show  us  that God’s provident hand is  behind all this by 

constantly accompanying, guiding and sustaining His  people. He fulfils His  promise. 

 

The  long  journey through the desert, filled  with mishaps, discouragement and infidelities 

comes  to an end  when Israel reaches the borders of the land of Canaan. 

 

It is understandable why  the narration of the more or less  peaceful invasion of Palestine has 

the triumphant tone of a brilliant military campaign in  the religious epic  of  the book  of Joshua.   

The  purpose was to emphasize the efficacy of God’s  protection. The  conquest of Canaan was 

the culmination of the  book   of  Exodus  and  the  fulfilment  of  the  promise  made  to  the 

Patriarchs of granting them the possession of the Promised Land. 

 

Facts are magnified and presented with religious significance: their goal is to underline 

Yahweh’s presence among His people. 
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During this  period of  settlement,  conquest and mixture of  cultures, the people of Israel fell  

into anarchy and immorality.  They easily absorbed the pagan rites of Canaanite religions and 

God punished them repeatedly. 

 

The  sacred writers would later conclude the book  of Judges with this quote, filled  with truth, 

that reflects their sorrow: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what he 

thought best” (Judg 21:25). 

 

The  book  of Judges narrates the settlement in  the land of Canaan and the way  the  people  of  

Israel,  who   were  accustomed  to  wandering  in   the wilderness  for years, slowly   adapted 

to the new  sedentary  way of  life.  It describes the perils of  letting  their  faith  become 

contaminated  with the religions and cults of the Canaanites. 

 

There is a recurrent background scheme:  God’s people are unfaithful to the Covenant and turn  

away from God.    The  consequences are hardship and adversities.   The   people realize their  

wrong, they repent and  cry out to Yahweh. God  sends a leader who  is  one  of the Judges.  

These charismatic guides were action prophets, representatives  of the people’s primitive faith, 

and they delivered Israel from threats and perils. 

 

Joshua and the Judges give continuity to Salvation History.  God  continues to be  present  

among His  people and  leads them  in  the  conquest of  the Promised Land, a symbol of 

salvation. This conquest is a result of God’s promise. It is God’s victory. 

 

If God had made a Covenant with His  people, why  does  He abandon them in the midst of 

difficulties (cf. Jud 6:13)? 

 

A revision of Israel’s history leads to a conclusion: peace and well-being are born of fidelity to 

the  Covenant.   Turning away from it always brings disgrace and misfortune. On the other 

hand, faithfulness is the source of all good: “So now acknowledge with your whole heart and 

soul that not one of all the promises the Lord, your God,  made  to you  has remained unfulfilled. 

Every promise has been fulfilled for you, with not one  single exception”  (Jos 23:14). This 

faithfulness is confirmed again when the Covenant is renewed once they are in possession of 

the Promised Land (cf. Jos 24). 

 

4.7 Israel’s Ordeal in Exile 

 

The  Law, which was a sign  of the Promise and the Covenant, should have ruled the heart  and 

the institutions  of  the  People born from Abraham. However, after David, Israel succumbed to 

the temptation of turning into a kingdom like the other nations.  Neglecting the Law and 

unfaithfulness to the Covenant lead to death. The Exile, an apparent failure of the Promise, is 

really  a  proof of  the  mysterious  fidelity  of  God the  Saviour and  the beginning of a promised 

restoration according to the Spirit. 
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It was necessary for the people of Israel to undergo this purification (cf. CCC 709-710) in order 

to launch a new stage in Salvation History. 

 

The   exile   in   Babylon  took  place  in   stages,  which  match  many  other rebellions against  

Israel’s  conquerors. In   597   B.C.   Nebuchadnezzar took King Jehoiachin, his  family and the 

nobility of Israel prisoner as a means of avoiding rebellion. 

 

Later, in  587,  after the capture and destruction of Jerusalem, the surviving inhabitants  were 

deported with the exception of a few  poor left behind to work as vinedressers and farmers (cf. 

2 Kings 25:12). 

 

It seems that the total number deported was not extremely high, probably around 20,000; but 

this was too many for a small country. Moreover, these people were the nation’s workforce, 

those who had a role in the political, economic, social and religious life  of Israel.  The sacred 

author writes with good reason, “Thus was Judah exiled  from her land” (2 Kings 25:21). 

 

From a human point of view,  these events meant destruction and the end of Israel, politically 

speaking.  The  most valued citizens were driven into exile, far from the country that God had 

promised and handed over to the children of Abraham. The  temple, the dwelling of the Divine 

Presence and centre of the worship of Israel, was in ruins. Jerusalem had been levelled. Israel 

had ceased to exist as a nation. 

 

This catastrophe was a great test for the faith of Israel.  It seemed that God had forgotten His  

people (cf. Ps  77 (76):8-11), the promises He  had made to David and his   descendants.  Away 

from their  homeland, despair  spread among them “Our hope  has gone; we are done  for” 

(Ezek 37:11). 

 

But things are different in God’s  plans.  This great ordeal provoked a deep inner renewal in the 

people of Israel.  With their human securities shattered and their national pride stolen, the 

Israelites turned to Yahweh and reconsidered their attitude before Him. 

 

Even in this situation, the God of the Covenant never ceased to speak to His people. The  

prophets were the instruments He made use of to denounce their infidelities, to revive the  faith  

and  the  hope   of  their  compatriots.   They   stressed the certainty that Yahweh remained 

faithful and that He  would save them so as to display His  holiness and manifest His  glory (cf. 

Ezek 36:22-25). 

 

In  short, the Exile was a part of God’s plan: He  permits evil in  order to draw forth some  

greater good. 

 

The  Exile came to an end  approximately fifty  years later.  In  the spring of 538  B.C  King   

Cyrus, the Persian  who  had conquered Babylon, issued a command that allowed the Jews to 

return to their land, rebuild the Temple and reorganize their country (cf. Ezek 1:1-3). 
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This edict signified a new stage in Salvation History and the fulfilment of the Word of Yahweh 

to the prophet Ezekiel, “I shall gather you  back from the peoples,  I  shall  collect you   in   from  

the  countries  where  you   have  been scattered and give you the land of Israel” (Ezek 11:17). 

 

In Brief: 

 

 The  reflection on  the inexplicable phenomena happening among the people of Israel 

nourished and invigorated their faith.  They  saw God’s  provident hand  sustaining  and  

strengthening  them in   order  to face their  present situation full  of predicaments and 

uncertainties. 

 

 The   timeliness  of  these events meant  God’s  hand  protecting his   people. God,  Who  

usually acts through ordinary channels and does not normally alter natural laws, used the normal 

course of events in order to intervene in human history. 

 

 He  chose  a people in  order to the benefit all nations (cf.  Gen  22:18)  and continued 

talking  to them for centuries  through  patriarchs  and prophets chosen to keep hope   alive and  

to give  consolation  in  the most dramatic events of Salvation History. 

 

 After the stage of the patriarchs, God formed Israel as His  People by saving them from 

slavery in Egypt. 

 

 By calling Moses, Yahweh reveals himself as the God of the Covenant and prepares a 

new  stage in Salvation History. 

 

 There is a recurrent background scheme:  God’s people are unfaithful to the Covenant 

and turn away from God.   The  people recognize their wrongdoing, they repent and cry out to 

Yahweh. God  sends a leader who  is  one  of the Judges.  These charismatic guides were action 

prophets, representatives  of the people’s primitive faith, and they deliver Israel from threats 

and perils. 

 

Points to Remember: 

 

 God  has chosen to reveal himself by  making the history of Israel the place where 

salvation occurs. 

 

 The  people descended from Abraham would be the trustees of the promise made  to  

the  patriarchs:  the  Chosen People (cf.  Rom 11:28), called to get ready for that  day 

when God  would gather all his  children into the unity of the Church.  

 

 The  experiences of Exodus and the Covenant at Sinai made the Hebrews conscious of 

being God’s chosen people. 
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 Israel’s  sin  in  the desert was lack of faith. The  reason  for their constant complaints 

and despair was that they did  not trust God. 

 

 Israel is the first to hear the word of God (cf. CCC 63). 

 

Supplementary Readings: 

 

(1.) John Paul II (30 Oct 1991): Catechesis - God made a Covenant with Israel25 

(Based on Deut 7:6-8) 

 

1.  According to the Second Vatican Council, which quotes St. Cyprian's text  which  we   

reflected  on   during  the  preceding  catechesis,  "The universal Church is seen  to be 'a people  

made one with the unity of the Father,  the Son   and  the Holy   Spirit'"  (LG   4;  cf.  St.  

Cyprian, De Oratione Dominica, 23:  PL  4,  553).  As  we  have explained, in  these words the 

Council teaches that  the Church  is  above all  a mystery rooted in  the triune God;  the Church 

is a mystery whose  primary and fundamental  dimension is  Trinitarian. It is  in   relationship  

to the Trinity, the eternal source from which she  arises, that the Church "is seen  to be a people"  

(LG 4). Thus she  is the people  of God--of  the triune God.  We wish now  to devote this 

catechesis and the following ones  to this theme, always taking as our guiding principle the 

teaching of the Council, which was wholly inspired by Sacred Scripture. 

 

2.  The  Council states precisely: "God,  however, does  not make men  holy and save them 

merely as individuals, without bond or link between one another. Rather has it pleased him to 

bring men  together as one people, a people  which acknowledges him in  truth and serves him 

in  holiness" (LG   9).  This plan  of  God   began  to  be  revealed  in   the  history  of Abraham  

by  the first  words God   spoke   to him:  "The   Lord said  to Abram: 'Go forth from the land 

of your kinsfolk...to a land that I will show  you. I will  make of you a great nation and I will  

bless  you'" (Gen 12:1-2). 

 

This promise was then confirmed by  a covenant (Gen  15:18;   17:1-4) and solemnly proclaimed 

after the sacrifice of Isaac. Following God's request, Abraham  was ready to sacrifice his  only  

son  whom the Lord had given  to him and his  wife  Sarah in  their old  age. But God  only 

meant to test his  faith. In  this sacrifice, then, Isaac did not die,  but continued living. However, 

Abraham had consented in  his  heart to the sacrifice and this sacrifice of the heart, the proof of 

a magnificent faith, obtained for him the promise of innumerable descendants: "I swear by 

myself, declares the Lord, that  because you  acted as you  did in  not withholding from me your 

beloved son,  I will  bless  you abundantly and make your descendants as countless as the stars  

of the sky  and the sands of the seashore" (Gen 22:16-17). 

 

                                                           
25 Vatican. Va website. http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/1991/documents/h f_jp-ii_aud_19911030_sp.html 
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3.  The  fulfilment of this promise was to take place in  different stages. Abraham was destined 

to become  "the father of all who  have faith" (cf. Gen  15:6;  Gal 3:6-7;  Rom   4:16-17). The  

first stage was achieved in Egypt where "the Israelites were fruitful and prolific. They  became 

so numerous and strong that the land was filled with them" (Ex  1:7).  By now   Abraham's  

stock had  become   "the  Israelite  people"   (Ex   1:9). However, they were in  the humiliating 

condition of slavery. Faithful to his   covenant with  Abraham,  God   called  Moses   and  said, 

"I  have witnessed the affliction of my  people  in  Egypt and have heard their cry....  I  have 

come  down  to rescue them....  Come,   now!  I  will   send you...to lead my people,  the 

Israelites, out of Egypt" (Ex 3:7-10). 

 

So,  Moses  was called to lead that people  out of Egypt. However, Moses was  only   God's  

agent  in   fulfilling  his   plan,  the instrument  of  his power, for according to the Bible, God  

himself led  Israel out of slavery in  Egypt. "When  Israel was a child I loved  him; out of Egypt 

I called my son,"  we read in  the Book of the Prophet Hosea (11:1).  Israel, then, is the people  

of God's favour: "It was not because you are the largest of all nations that the Lord set his  heart 

on you and chose you, for you are really the smallest of all nations. It was because the Lord 

loved  you and because of his  fidelity to the oath he had sworn to your fathers" (Dt 7:7-8).  The  

Israelites were not chosen to be the People  of God  because of their human qualities, but solely 

by God's initiative. 

 

4.  The  divine initiative, the Lord's sovereign choice,  assumed the form of a covenant. This 

occurred in  regard to Abraham. It occurred after the deliverance of Israel from slavery in  

Egypt. Moses  was the mediator of this covenant at the foot of Mt. Sinai. "When  Moses  came 

to the people and  related  all  the  words and  ordinances of  the  Lord,  they  all answered with 

one voice, 'We will  do everything that the Lord has told us.' Moses  then wrote down all the 

words of the Lord and, rising early the next day, he erected at the foot of the mountain an altar 

and twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel." Then sacrifices were offered and Moses  

splashed half of the blood  of the sacrifice on  the altar. "Taking the book  of the covenant, he  

read it aloud to the people,"  once  again receiving from those present  the  promise  to obey  

the words of  God. Finally, he sprinkled the people  with the other half of the blood  (cf. Ex 

24:3-8). 

 

5.  The   Book   of  Deuteronomy  explains  the  significance  of  this  event: "Today you  are 

making this agreement with the Lord: he is  to be your God   and  you   are  to  walk  in   his   

ways  and  observe his   statutes, commandments and  decrees, and  to hearken to his  voice.  

Today the Lord  is  making  this  agreement with  you:   you   are  to  be  a people peculiarly his  

own"  (Dt 26:17-18). The  covenant with God  is  a special "promotion" for Israel. In  this way 

Israel becomes  "a people  sacred to the Lord [their] God" (cf. Dt 26:19). This means that they 

belong to God in a special way. Even  more it is a reciprocal belonging: "Then I will  be your 

God  and you  shall be  my  people"  (Jer 7:23).  This is  the divine arrangement. God  commits 

himself to the covenant. All the infidelities on  the people's part at the various stages of their 

history do not affect God's  fidelity to the covenant. One  can say at most that in  a certain sense  

these infidelities open  the way to the new  covenant foretold in the Book  of the Prophet 
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Jeremiah: "But this is  the covenant which I  will make with the house of Israel after those days, 

says the Lord. I  will place my law within them, and write it upon their hearts" (Jer 31:33). 

 

6.  In   virtue  of  the  divine  initiative  taken  in   the  covenant, a  people becomes  the People  

of God,  and as such they are holy,  that is, sacred to the Lord God:  "For you are a people  

sacred to the Lord, your God"  (Dt 7:6;  cf. Dt 26:19). The  meaning of this consecration also 

clarifies the words of  Exodus: "You  shall be  to me  a kingdom of  priests, a holy nation" (Ex  

19:6).  Even  though during the course of their history this people  would commit many sins, 

they did not cease being the People  of God.   For this  reason, Moses   appealed  to the  Lord's  

fidelity  to  the covenant which he  himself had established, and addressed a moving petition to 

him: "Destroy not your people,  your heritage," as we read in Deuteronomy (9:26). 

 

7.  For his  part, God  did not cease addressing  his  word to the Chosen People.  He  speaks  to 

them  many  times  through  the  prophets.  The principal  commandment continues to be to 

love  God  above all things: "You shall love the Lord, your God,  with all your heart, with all 

your soul,  and with all your strength" (Dt 6:5). This commandment is joined to the 

commandment of love for one's  neighbour: "I am the Lord. You shall  not  defraud  or  rob  

your  neighbour....  Take  no   revenge  and cherish no grudge against your fellow  countrymen. 

You shall love your neighbour as yourself" (Lev 19:13,  18). 

 

8.  Another element appears  in  the biblical  texts: the God  who  made a covenant with Israel 

wants to be present among his  people,  present in a particular  way. During the pilgrimage in  

the desert this presence was shown by the meeting tent. Later it was expressed by the temple 

which King  Solomon built in Jerusalem. 

 

In  regard  to the meeting tent, we  read in  Exodus:  "Whenever Moses went out to the tent, the 

people  would all rise and stand at the entrance of their own  tents, watching Moses  until he  

entered the tent. As Moses entered the tent, the column of cloud would come down and stand 

at its entrance while the Lord spoke  with Moses.  On  seeing the  column  of cloud stand at the 

entrance of the tent, all the people  would rise and worship at the entrance of their own  tents. 

The  Lord used to speak to Moses  face to face as one man speaks to another" (Ex 33:8-11). 

The  gift of this presence was a special sign  of divine election, which is revealed in  symbolic 

ways and almost as the omen  of a future reality: God's covenant with his  new people  in the 

Church. 

 

(2.) Read the Book of Exodus. 

 

Bibliography: 

 

DANIEL-ROPS, El pueblo de la Biblia, Palabra. Madrid, 1989.   
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SESSION FOUR SELF-TEST: 

 

1.   What  meaning  did  Jesus give  the manna in  the  Gospel of  John, chapter 6? 

 

2.   What is the historical value of the plagues described in  the book  of Exodus? 

 

3.   According to Saint Paul, why is Abraham the Father of Faith (cf. Rom 4:16, for 

example)? 

 

4.   What is the importance of the patriarchs in Salvation History? 

 

5.   Why did Yahweh deny Moses the right to enter the Promised Land? 

 

6.   Which is Israel’s founding experience as the people of salvation? 

 

7.   Write a short essay on the following: Salvation History is the key to the interpretation 

of human history. 
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SESSION FIVE: 

YAHWEH, FAITHFUL AND MERCIFUL GOD 

 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

5.1 Introduction 

5.2 Israel’s Apostasy in the Desert 

5.3 God’s Response 

5.4 Endemic Idolatry 

5.5 David’s Repentance 

5.6 Israel, “The Unfaithful Wife” 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

The human person recognises his smallness and realizes that God’s love prevails over His 

justice: even when we reject and offend God with our infidelity, He always listens when with a 

humble and repentant heart we turn back to Him. 

 

Catechesis: 

 

“The divine name, "I Am" or "He Is", expresses God's faithfulness: despite the faithlessness of 

men's sin and the punishment it deserves, he keeps "steadfast love for thousands". By going so 

far as to give up his own Son for us, God reveals that he is "rich in mercy". By giving his life 

to free us from sin, Jesus reveals that he himself bears the divine name: "When you have lifted 

up the Son of man, then you will realize that 'I AM'."” (CCC 211) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

When God in the Burning Bush reveals His Name to Moses, He reveals how He is: “I am the 

God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” (Ex 3:6) 

He is telling us that He is the faithful and compassionate God Who remembers the promises 

made to the patriarchs and who now comes to free His people from bondage: His fidelity has 

always been and always will be. 

 

By calling Himself “I am who I am” (Ex 3:14), He reveals Himself as the God who is always 

there, present and with His people to save them. 
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5.2 Israel’s Apostasy in the Desert 

 

God formed Israel as His people, freeing them from bondage in Egypt. But as soon as the echo 

of the triumphant song of thanksgiving ceased to resound as they left behind the so-called “sea 

of reeds”, the Red Sea, and the Israelites had taken their first steps as free men in the desert, the 

murmuring against Yahweh began as they could not find any water to drink. 

 

This was only the beginning of a long story of prevarications and rebellions (cf. Ex 16:8) as 

very soon His chosen people would stray from the way God had pointed out to them. 

 

Only a few weeks after their arrival in the Sinai Peninsula, Yahweh sent for Moses to climb up 

Mount Horeb to receive the Law and the Commandments. 

 

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, a mutinous 

mob rose up and demanded that the high priest Aaron make a god to lead them in Moses’ stead. 

 

Aaron didn’t think much about what to do: he immediately granted them their wish and began 

by requisitioning all the gold jewellery the people possessed, then poured it into the cast of an 

idol, and using tools, they fashioned the gold in the shape of a calf. The golden calf was then 

placed on an altar for the people to adore and to which they would make burnt offerings and 

sacrifices, saying “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” 

(cf. Ex 32:1-6). 

 

5.3 God’s Response 

 

Despite Israel’s idolatry which signified their denial of God and their will to adore the golden 

calf, God listened to Moses’ intercession and accepted to walk in the midst of the unfaithful 

people, demonstrating that He is a merciful and clement God, rich in love and fidelity, who 

forgives rebellion and who, despite the infidelity of the sin of His people and the punishment 

they deserve, is steadfast in His love for a thousand generations. 

 

Not only that, but He renews His Covenant, and because of this, His people would carry out 

marvels such as have never been seen in any nation (cf. Ex 34). 

 

Israel was the people of God’s Covenant, a covenant which they would break many times, but 

which was the reason they experienced God’s mercy in such a special way, particularly when 

they acquired the conscience of their own infidelity. From the beginning, and throughout 

history, in deed and in word, God has poured out His mercy on the people He has chosen for 

Himself. 

 

Throughout history, Israel was able to discover that God had only one reason to  eveal Himself 

to them and to choose them amongst all other peoples as His own: His free love (cf. Deut 4:37; 
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7:8; 10:15). Israel understood, thanks to their prophets, that because of His love, God never 

ceases to save them, or to forgive them their infidelity and sins (cf. Hos 1). 

 

Even when, exasperated by His people’s infidelity, Yahweh thought about putting them to an 

end, His tenderness and generous love prevailed, and overcame his anger (cf. Hos 11:7-9). With 

this in mind, and later on in their history, when the Psalmists wished to express the most sublime 

praise of our Lord, they would sing songs of God’s love, tenderness, mercy and fidelity. 

 

The prophets too, in the face of the people’s sins, when they expressed God’s infinite mercy, 

compare the love of the God of Israel with the love of a father for his child. God loves His 

People more than a husband loves his wife (Is 62:4-5): this love will even overcome the worst 

unfaithfulness (cf. Ez 16; Hos 11), and, when He sees penance and authentic conversion of 

heart, He returns His grace to His People. 

 

His mercy is so pronounced that it may seem to be quite contrary to divine justice, and in a 

multitude of cases His mercy turns out to be not only more powerful, but also deeper. Indeed, 

we must not forget that, throughout Revelation, the primacy and superiority of love over justice 

are made manifest precisely through mercy. 

 

This was so clear to the Psalmists and prophets that they used the term justice to signify 

salvation carried out by God and His mercy (cf. Ps 40:11; 98:2; Is 45:21; 51:5,8; 56:1). 

 

5.4 Endemic Idolatry 

 

A similar scene would play out, and not just once, during the leadership of the Judges, whom 

the people did not listen to either, preferring to break their Covenant by deserting the worship 

of Yahweh, the God of their fathers, “worshipping instead the Baals and Asherahs” of the 

Canaanites (Judg 3:7), refusing to renounce the practices and obstinate behavior of their parents 

(cf. Judg 2:19). 

 

During this long period of conquest and settling in the Promised Land, the People of Israel fall 

back into idolatry, slipping easily into prostration before the gods of the peoples with whom 

they enter into contact (Judg 2:12). The book of Judges never tires of saying: “The Israelites 

again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord” (Judg 3:12; 4:1; 6:1; 8:33; 10:6; 13:1), and 

concluding, with a certain sadness: “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did 

what was right in their own eyes.” (Judg 21:25). 

 

Despite of it all, Yahweh was moved by the lamentations of His people under the yoke of their 

oppressors (Judg 2:18), as His salvific love always prevailed over the infidelity of His people, 

because “He could no longer bear to see Israel suffer” (Judg 10:16), and each time He made it 

clear to them that their woes arose from not giving heed to His voice (Judg 6:10). 

 

 



 
 

 

57 

5.5 David’s Repentance 

 

In the teachings of the prophets, mercy means a special force of love which prevails over the 

sin and infidelity of the Chosen People. 

 

Even on a personal level, mercy appears as an element related to the interior experience of 

people who recognize their blame in their misadventure. Such is the case of King David, when 

his conscience recognizes the gravity of his sin (2 Sam 11:27; 12:9), he turns to God’s mercy 

(2 Sam 24:10, 14, 17). David (Ps 51) confesses his guilt for an event which causes him great 

pain. The Second Book of Samuel narrates the details of the sin which David committed against 

God, harming his friend Uriah by committing adultery with his wife Bathsheba, as a result of 

which Bathsheba became pregnant, and then orchestrating Uriah’s death in battle so he could 

hide his abusiveness (2 Sam 11 and 12). 

 

The repentance of one’s heart is what God wants, not the substitutional sacrifices of animals. It 

is a question of getting back on track and rectifying one’s actions in accordance with divine 

justice. God forgiveness or condemnation depends on the interior spiritual movements of the 

person who assumes responsibility for his or her own actions, as in David’s case: “I alone have 

sinned, and I alone have done wickedly; but these sheep, what have they done? Let your hand, 

I pray, be against me and against my father’s house.” (cf. 2 Sam 24:17). 

 

God, through the prophet Nathan makes David see his sin. David repents, recognises that God 

is right (2 Sam 12:13), and just in denouncing his sin and declaring his punishment, and 

proclaims His mercy: “In my distress I called upon the Lord; to my God I called. From his 

temple he heard my voice, and my cry came to his ears.” (2 Sam 22:7). God’s love is the cause 

of His mercy: “He brought me out into a broad place; he delivered me, because he delighted in 

me.” (2 Sam 22:20). 

 

King David’s great character is in harmony with the duties of the anointed of Yahweh. A 

passionate man of extreme highs and lows, he was a person of many virtues, but was also 

responsible for grave crimes. Because of his faith, his humility and ability to react, he is the 

exemplary prototype for King of Israel. It is during his reign that Messianic hope is born. The 

Messiah is described as the Son of David, who will inherit His throne and establish a kingdom 

of justice and peace. 

 

5.6 Israel, “The Unfaithful Wife” 

 

The Bible likens Israel’s relationship with Yahweh to that of a husband and his wife. The book 

of Hosea reveals how God develops a new method to rescue His people from idolatry: as if 

talking to a crazed wife, He confesses His faithful and merciful love, despite all her infidelities. 

Yahweh makes use of Hosea’s personal experience: he was deeply in love with a woman who 

was unfaithful to him and left him. God reveals to us how he loves His people Israel with an 

impassioned love, and how it hurts Him that His people abandon Him to go after foreign gods. 
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Yahweh feels for His people a real and personal love, such as that of a husband in love, faithful 

in the extreme, but hurt by the betrayal of his beloved who “decked herself with her ring and 

jewelry, and went after her lovers, and forgot me” (cf. Hos 2:13). 

 

Yahweh further laments the superficiality of His people’s love: “Your love is like a morning 

cloud, like the dew that goes away early.” (Hos 6:4). But despite all odds, He keeps up His hope 

of being able to revive her love again. 

 

His first impulse is to abandon his beloved (Hos 9:15), but He can’t, His heart recoils within 

Him; His compassion grows warm and tender (Hos 11:8). He punishes her only as much as is 

necessary so that she can re-think what she has done and come back to Him.  She will 

reconsider: ““I will go and return to my first husband, for it was better with me then than now.” 

(Hos 2:7). “Therefore, I will now allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak 

tenderly to her. From there I will give her vineyards, and make the Valley of Achor a door of 

hope. There she shall respond as in the days of her youth, as at the time when she came out of 

the land of Egypt. (cf. Hos 2:14,15). 

 

He doesn’t oblige her to return, but rather, when she returns, even if motivated only by personal 

interest, He does not reproach her, but instead gives her boundless love. Yahweh, the faithful 

husband, is not satisfied with forgiving His beloved. His love is so great that she is restored and 

beautified to the maximum degree, and the two of them celebrate a new wedding, far greater 

than the first: “And I will take you for my wife forever; I will take you for my wife in 

righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy. I will take you for my wife in 

faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord.” (Hos 2: 19,20). 

 

This same book of Hosea is used by Yahweh to compare the lack of gratitude of a son towards 

his affectionate and tender father: “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I 

called my son. The more I called them, the more they went from me; they kept sacrificing to 

the Baals, and offering incense to idols. Yet it was I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them 

up in my arms; but they did not know that I healed them. I led them with cords of human 

kindness, with bands of love. I was to them like those who lift infants to their cheeks. I bent 

down to them and fed them (11:1-4). 

 

Yahweh as a good father suffers because of the ingratitude of His children and the painful 

consequences which arise: “My people are bent on turning away from me. To the Most High 

they call, but he does not raise them up at all. How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand 

you over, O Israel?... My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows warm and tender. I 

will not execute my fierce anger; I will not again destroy Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal,     

the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in wrath (11:7-9). 

 

As was the case of the husband with the unfaithful wife, the offended father holds on to the 

hope of regenerating his ungrateful son. “I will heal their disloyalty; I will love them freely, for 
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my anger has turned from them. I will be like the dew to Israel; he shall blossom like the lily, 

he shall strike root like the forests of Lebanon. His shoots shall spread out; his beauty shall be 

like the olive tree, and his fragrance like that of Lebanon. They shall again live beneath my 

shadow, they shall flourish as a garden; they shall blossom like the vine, their fragrance shall 

be like the wine of Lebanon (Hos 14:4-7). 

 

God seeks first of all to be known out of love: “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the 

knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings” (6:6). He offers a new personal relationship with 

Him, born of a purified and renewed heart, full of the knowledge and love of God. To return to 

God the only path is to act with love and justice, trusting always in Him (12:7). 

 

Through the use of these two familiar instances of imagery, the God of Hosea demonstrates that 

solely out of love, He knows how to forgive over and over again, when the people perform the 

smallest of gestures indicating their desire to return to Him. Punishment never has the last word; 

love  triumphs: “I will now allure her…” (Hos 2:16). In this way, God makes known the depths 

of His Being: “I will betroth you to me with justice and with judgment, with loyalty and with 

compassion” (2:21 ff). “Return, faithless Israel, says the Lord. I will not look on you in anger, 

for I am merciful, says the Lord; I will not be angry forever. Only acknowledge your guilt, that 

you have rebelled against the Lord your God, and scattered your favours among strangers under 

every green tree, and have not obeyed my voice, says the Lord” (cf. Jer 3:12-13). “Is my hand 

shortened, that it cannot redeem?” (cf. Is 50:2). 

 

The God of Hosea, just as the father of the Prodigal Son (cf. Lk 15:11-32), loves His people 

with the immense love of a husband and a father, always tender and faithful, despite their 

infidelities and lack of gratitude.  He is the God who brings about the triumph of His love 

because He is rich in mercy to the extreme degree of delivering His own Son for the 

regeneration and salvation of the sinner. 

 

Suggested Readings: 

 

1.) Luke 15:11-32 

 

2.) Hosea 32 
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SESSION FIVE SELF-TEST: 

 

1. How does Yahweh respond to His people’s idolatry? 

 

2. What motivates Yahweh’s fidelity to His people? 

 

3. What decides whether God forgives or condemns us? 

 

4. What is David’s attitude when the prophet Nathaniel makes him recognise his sin? 

 

5. What characteristics do we discover in the nature of the revealed God? 

 

6. In the New Testament, what is the limit crossed by divine mercy? What Old Testament 

event prefigured this? 
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SESSION SIX: 

AWAITING THE MESSIAH 

Lesson Outline: 

 

6.1 Introduction 

6.2 The  Promise of the Messiah  

6.3 The  Mission of the Prophets  

6.4 The  Figure of the Messiah  

6.5 The  Fullness of Time 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

By giving the name of the "Christ" to Jesus of Nazareth, the Apostles and the primitive Church 

bear witness to the fact that they recognized that  in  Him God's  will had been done  with 

reference to Israel's Alliance and expectations. This is what Peter proclaimed on Pentecost 

when, inspired by the Holy Spirit, he spoke for the first time to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and 

to the pilgrims who  had come  to the celebrations: "Therefore let the whole house of Israel 

know for certain that God has made him  both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you 

crucified." (Acts 2:36). 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"The  entire mission of the Son  and the Holy  Spirit, in the fullness of time, is contained in this: 

that the Son is the One anointed by the Father's Spirit since his  Incarnation - Jesus is the Christ, 

the Messiah." (CCC 727) 

 

Doctrinal Body:  

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of this lesson is to do a Biblical reading of Awaiting the Messiah, so we should start 

by specifying the correct meaning of Messiah so as to avoid error and not be led astray to 

different meanings. 

 

Messiah, from the Aramaic "meshiha" and the Hebrew "mashiah", means "the anointed", and  

was translated  to Greek as "Christos", and  Latinized  into "Christus".  Semantically,  we   stand  

before one  of  the  most  surprising evolutions: the part of speech which habitually referred to 

the "king"  of Israel - in special allusion to his  investment ceremony - becomes the proper name 

for a  historical  person in   whom the  ancient  promise is   fulfilled. 26  (The etymology can 

also be found in CCC 436.) 

 

                                                           
26 cf. Herder's Dictionary of Theology 
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As a religious phenomenon, messianism is not specific to Israel: we find forms of messianic 

hope in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia and Greece. 27 

 

The  term "Christ", from a verbal adjective expressing a historical function, became the  name 

proper to Jesus of  Nazareth  because He  accomplished perfectly the divine mission that the 

word signifies. Paradoxically, many of His contemporaries could  not recognise the Messiah of 

Israel in  the face of Jesus (Jn 7:26 -27). 

 

In   Israel,  men  were anointed  by  order  of  the  Lord (1  Sam  9:16),   and consecrated for a 

mission which they had received from Him, as was the case of the kings. The First Book of 

Samuel refers to Saul's anointment in  this manner: "Then, from a flask he  had with him, Samuel 

poured oil on Saul's head; he also kissed him, saying: "The  Lord anoints you commander over 

his heritage. You are to govern the Lord's people Israel, and to save them from the grasp of their 

enemies round about. 'This will be the sign for you that the Lord has anointed you commander 

over his  heritage" (1 Sam 10:1). 

 

The  description of David's anointing is a little more developed and includes the order from 

God: “The Lord said, ‘Rise and anoint him; for this is the one.’ 13 Then Samuel took the horn 

of oil, and anointed him in the presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the Lord came mightily 

upon David from that day forward.” (cf. 1 Sam 16:1-13). 

 

Priests are also anointed (cf.  Ex  29:7;  Lev  8:12)  and, in extraordinary cases, so are the 

prophets (cf. 1 Kings 19:16). 

 

It is, then, to be fully expected that there would be an anointing of the Messiah whom God 

would send to definitively establish His  Kingdom. The Messiah is anointed by the Spirit of the 

Lord as both King and Priest (cf. Zech 4:14; 6:13) as well as prophet (cf. Is 61:1; Lk 4:16-21). 

Jesus fulfilled Israel's messianic hope in His  triple function as Priest, Prophet and King  (CCC 

436). 

 

Jesus' messianic consecration manifests His divine mission. This is what His Name means, 

because The One Who has anointed, the One Who  has been anointed and the Anointment itself 

are all inherent in  the name of Christ. The One Who  anoints is  the Father, the Anointed One  

is  the Son,  and the Unction is the Holy Spirit". 

 

His  eternal messianic consecration was revealed during His  time on  Earth when John 

performed Jesus’ Baptism: "God  anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy  Spirit and power" 

(Acts 10:38)  so He could  be made known to Israel (Jn 1:31)  as their Messiah. His deeds and 

words made Him known as the "Holy One  of God" (Mk 1:24,  Jn 6:69,  Acts 3:14,  CCC 438). 

 

                                                           
27 cf. Herder's Dictionary of Theology 
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During His  ministry, it was only with great reserve that He would permit them to call Him by 

that name: at that time, the idea of Messiah was conceived of in an overly human way (Mt 

22:41-46) He gave precision to the authentic meaning of his messianic royalty when upon 

accepting the confession of faith with which Peter recognized Him as the Messiah, He  reveals 

His  identity as the Son  of Man (Mk  8:31)  who  has come  down   from heaven as the suffering 

servant (Jn 3:13;  Jn 6:62;  Dan 7:13)  who  "has not come  to be served, but to serve and to 

give His  life as a ransom for many" (Mt 20:28;  cf. Is 53:10-12). 

 

For this reason, the true meaning of Jesus' messianic royalty is  made fully known from the 

heights of the Cross (cf.  Jn 19:19-22; Lk  23:39-43) and is publicly proclaimed  by  Peter after  

His   Resurrection  before God's   people: "Therefore let the whole house of Israel know for 

certain that God has made him  both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you  crucified."  (Acts 

2:36;  cf. CCC 440) and St. John concludes his  Gospel inviting us to believe that Jesus is the 

Christ, the Son of God (Jn 20:31). 

 

6.2 The  Promise of the Messiah  

 

The  Church, in the Eucharistic Prayer IV speaks to God  with the following words: "Father, 

we  acknowledge your greatness: all your actions show  your wisdom and love. You formed 

man in your own likeness and set him  over the whole world to serve you,  his  creator, and to 

rule over all creatures. Even when he disobeyed you and lost your friendship, You did not 

abandon him to the power of death, but helped all men to seek and find you." 

 

This is, from the outset, God's  response to man's first sin: the original promise of a Savior, 

when He  warns the serpent, symbol of evil:  "I will  put enmity between you  and the woman, 

and between your offspring and hers" (Gen  3: 15). These words constitute the initial 

proclamation of a Redeeming Messiah. 

 

With respect to this announcement, it is important not to attribute to any one text, to one isolated 

episode more than what the author really intended to say and signify. We  must not violate the 

authentic  progression of Revelation through an induced out-of-phase  meaning which the actual 

events had at their time. But we must also not deny that in the Old Testament, for centuries and 

over generations, this announcement was remembered in  diverse ways, in  the rites, in  the 

symbolism, in  the prayers, in  the prophesies, in  the very history of Israel as the people of God  

oriented towards a messianic ending, although always under the veil  of an immature and 

provisional faith which was preparing the way for the coming of Christ, universal Redeemer, 

and making use  of imperfect, transitory elements. 

 

Here follow a few examples: 

 

 During the time of the Patriarchs,  Jacob gives  Judah this blessing: "The  scepter shall 

never depart from Judah, or the mace from between his  legs,  while tribute is brought 

to him, and he  receives the people's homage. (Gen  49:10).
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 Moses' announcement  on  behalf of the Lord to the people is  also a preparation: "I will  

raise up  for them a prophet like  you  from among their kinsmen, and will put my words 

into his mouth; he shall tell them all that I command him." (Deut 18: 18). 

 

 Balaam was hired by the King  of Moab to curse Israel who  have come to conquer the 

promised land; but instead, he blesses them as the Lord commands: "I see him, though 

not now; I behold him, though not near: A star  shall advance from Jacob, and a staff 

shall rise from Israel" (Num 24:17). 

 

 Later on, the prophet Nathan, in the Lord's name promises David: "And when your time 

comes…, I will  raise up  your heir after you,  … and I will  make his  kingdom firm. It 

is  he  who  shall build a house for my name. And  I will  make his  royal throne firm 

forever." (2 Sam7:12-14) At  first,  this  promise is   fulfilled  with  Solomon, David's  

son   and successor. But the full meaning of the promise goes beyond the confines of an 

earthly kingdom and refers to a reality which goes beyond history, time and space. 

 

6.3 The  Mission of the Prophets  

 

The   painful  experience  of  the  exile   which left  the  Israelites  destitute intensified in the 

people the hope  and their prayers for a new  anointed one,  a king who would carry on David's 

royal lineage and re-establish his  kingdom: "Shepherd of Israel…Stir up your power, come to 

save us."  But over time, this wait, in a few,  the chosen remainder, experienced a transformation  

and sublimation. 

 

In  these adverse political circumstances, God shaped His  people in  the hope for salvation, 

which takes on the characteristics of a new  Alliance: 

 

 Destined to all people, not just Israel (cf. Is 2:2-4) 

 

 To be written in the hearts (cf. Jer 31:31-34; Heb  10:16). 

 

 Signifying a  radical  redemption  of   the  people  of   God   and  the purification of all 

their unfaithfulness (cf. Eze  36). 

 

The  Salvation He brings encompasses all nations (cf. Is 49:5-6;  53:11). 

 

6.4 The  Figure of the Messiah  

 

The  prophets, bearers of the promise of salvation and restoration  for the people of God, also 

signaled the traits of the One  who was to come: 

 

 The  most notable prophecy is that of Isaiah: "For a child is born to us, a son  is  given 

us;  upon his  shoulder dominion rests. They  name him Wonder-Counselor, God-Hero, 
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Father-Forever,  Prince  of  Peace. His dominion is vast and forever peaceful, From 

David's throne, and over his  kingdom, which he confirms and sustains by judgment and 

justice, both now  and forever. The  zeal of the Lord of hosts will  do this!" (Is 9: 5-6)  

"But a shoot shall sprout from the stump of Jesse, and from his roots a bud  shall 

blossom. The  spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him". (cf. Is 11:1-9;  CCC 712). 

 

 The  Book of Isaiah (Isaiah 52: 13-53,  12) also contains one of the most beautiful poems 

in  the Bible  referring to the figure of the Messiah, depicting the Just One  who suffers 

and pays for the sins of others. He is the Just One  who intercedes in favor of those who 

need salvation. 

 

 However, He  assumes the responsibility of others without taking on their impurity. He  

is a spotless servant. This sacrifice of substitution opens up a new  vision of universal 

redemption. The  Lord's Servant is a mediator in the alliance between God and the whole 

of humanity. 

 

 Jeremiah, who  centers messianism on  announcing the return of the exiled to their 

homeland, prophesizes that a descendent of David's will reunite all of the tribes as a 

symbol of the salvation desired by God for all people and races. 

 

 The  prophet Micah specifies that He will  be a King  and will  be born in Bethlehem 

(Mic 5:1). Zechariah portrays Him as a fair king, who brings peace and victory, although 

He will be a meek savior riding on a donkey (Zech  9: 9). 

 

 The  prophet Daniel describes the Messiah as the Son  of  Man who comes   from  on  

high,  on  the  clouds of  heaven and  who   "received dominion, glory, and kingship; 

nations and peoples of every language serve Him. His  dominion is an everlasting 

dominion that shall not be taken away, his  kingship shall not be destroyed." (Dan 7:13-

14) 

 

 Isaiah's prophecy of Immanuel is of particular importance: "Therefore the Lord himself 

will  give you this sign:  the virgin shall be with child, and bear a son,  and shall name 

him Immanuel" (Is 7: 14) since Jesus, the Messiah, truly was the Immanuel, "God-with-

us". 

 

Both Isaiah and Daniel's prophecies powerfully depict the Messiah's divine character. 

 

6.5 The  Fullness of Time 

 

"But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his  Son,  born of a woman, born under the 

law" (Gal 4:4).  After a long  wait the fullness of time arrives, the angel announces to Mary the 

birth of Jesus: "Then the angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor 

with God.  Behold, you will conceive  in your womb  and bear a son, and you shall name him 
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Jesus. He will be great and will  be called Son  of the Most High, and the Lord God  will  give 

him the throne of David his  father, and he will  rule over the house of Jacob forever, and of his  

kingdom there will  be no end."  (Lk 1:30-33) 

 

This event is made manifest to various witnesses: 

 

 The  shepherds who  saw the Newborn laying in  a manger (Lk  2:16) 

 

 The  elderly Simeon recognizes Him when Mary and Joseph present Him to the Lord at 

the temple: "Now, Master, you may let your servant go  in   peace, according  to  your  

word,  for  my  eyes  have  seen   your salvation" (Lk 2: 22-32). 

 

 Also present at that very time there was a prophetess named Anna who "spoke  about 

the child to all  who  were awaiting  the  redemption  of Jerusalem." (Lk 2:38). 

 

 In  the Synagogue of Nazareth, Reading the text of Isaiah, "The Spirit of the Lord is 

upon me, because he has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the  poor…(Jesus)  said  

to them, "Today this  scripture  passage is fulfilled in your hearing."" (Lk 4:16-21) 

 

 Andrew hasn't  the slightest doubt and informs his   brother, Simon (Peter): "We have 

found the Messiah, the Christ" (Jn 1:41). 

 

 When John, who  is  imprisoned, sends his  followers to ask of Jesus, ""Are you the one 

who is to come, or should we look for another?", Jesus answers them, "Go and tell John 

what you hear and see"  (Mt 11: 2-6). 

 

 To the Samaritan woman who  comments: "I know that the Messiah is coming." Jesus 

confesses to her, "I am He, the One who is speaking with you." (Jn 4:25). 

 

 When the high priest asked him, "Are you the Messiah, the son  of the Blessed One?",  

Jesus answered, "I am; and 'you will  see the Son  of Man seated at the right hand of the 

Power and  coming with the clouds of heaven.'" At  that  the high priest tore his   

garments and said, "What further need  have we of witnesses? You have heard the 

blasphemy. (Mk 14: 61-64). 

 

 The  high priests and the Sanhedrin understood fully  well  what Jesus meant: "We have 

a law, and according to that  law he  ought to die, because he made himself the Son  of 

God."   (Jn 19: 7) 
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Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) John Paul II (25 Feb 1987): General Audience. Jesus Christ, Messiah and Prophet28 

 

During the trial before Pilate, on  being questioned whether he  was a king, Jesus at first denied 

that he  was a king in  the earthly and political sense. Then on being asked a second time, he 

replied: "You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I have come into the world, 

to bear witness to the truth"  (Jn  18:37). This reply links the  royal and  priestly mission of  the 

Messiah with  the  essential  characteristic  of  the  prophetic mission. The prophet is  called 

and sent to bear witness to the truth. As a witness to the truth he speaks in God's  name. In a 

certain sense he is the voice of God. Such was  the  mission of  the  prophets sent  by  God   to 

Israel  throughout  the centuries. It is particularly in the figure of David, king and prophet, that 

the prophetic characteristic is united to the royal mission. 

 

Service to God and people 

 

The  history of the prophets of the Old  Testament clearly indicates that the task of proclaiming 

the truth by speaking in God's  name is above all a service. It is a service both in relation to God 

who gives  the mandate, and to the people to whom the prophet presents  himself as God's   

envoy. Consequently  the prophetic service is  not only  eminent and honorable, but also difficult 

and wearying. The  vicissitudes of Jeremiah are an obvious example. He met with resistance, 

rejection and even  persecution, in the measure in which the truth he  proclaimed was 

unwelcome. Jesus himself referred several times to the sufferings undergone by  the prophets, 

and personally experienced them in full  measure. 

 

These preliminary references to the ministerial character of the prophetic mission introduce us 

to the figure of the servant of God (Ebed Yahweh) which is found in Isaiah (precisely in the so-

called "Deutero-Isaiah"). The  messianic tradition  of  the  old   covenant  finds  a  particularly  

rich  and  important expression in  this figure, in  whom the characteristics of prophet especially 

stand out. The  servant of Yahweh unites in  himself, in  a certain way, the qualities of priest 

and king as well.  The songs of the servant in Isaiah present an Old  Testament synthesis on  the 

Messiah, open  to future developments. Although written so many centuries before Christ, they 

serve in a surprising manner  to identify his  figure, especially as regards the description of the 

suffering servant of Yahweh. The  picture is  so accurate and faithful that it would seem to be 

an account based on the events of Christ's passion. 

 

One  must observe that the term "servant," "servant of God," is widely used in the Old  

Testament.  Many eminent personages are called or identified as

 

 

                                                           
28 Available at Vatican.va website: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19870225en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19
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"God's  servants." For example, Abraham (cf. Gen 26:26), Jacob (cf. Gen 32:11), Moses, David, 

Solomon and the prophets. Sacred Scripture attributes  this term even  to certain pagan 

personages who played their part in the history of Israel; for example, Nebuchadnezzer (cf. Jer 

25:8-9)  and Cyrus (cf. Is  44:26). Finally, the whole of Israel as a people is called "servant of 

God" (cf. Is 4l:8-9; 

42:19;  44:21;  48:20), according to a linguistic usage whose echo we find  in the Magnificat 

where Mary praises  God  because "he  has  helped his   servant Israel" (Lk 1:54). 

 

Concerning the songs of the servant in Isaiah, we note especially that they do not regard a 

collective  entity, such as a people, but an individual person, whom the prophet distinguishes 

in a certain way from Israel-sinner: "Behold my servant whom I uphold," we read in  the first 

song,  "my chosen, in whom my soul  delights; I have put my spirit upon him, he will  bring 

forth justice to the nations. He will not cry or lift up his  voice, or make it heard in the street; a 

bruised reed he  will  not break, and a dimly burning wick   he  will  not quench.... He  will  not 

fail or be discouraged till he  has established justice in the earth..." (Is 42:1-4). "I am the Lord...I 

have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, to open  the eyes  that are 

blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who  sit in  darkness" 

(Is 42:6-7). 

 

The  second song  develops the same thought: "Listen to me, 0 coastlands, and hearken, you 

peoples from afar. The  Lord called me from the womb, from the body  of my  mother he  named 

my  name. He  made my  mouth like  a sharp sword, in the shadow of his  hand he hid  me; he 

made me a polished arrow, in his  quiver he  hid  me  away" (Is  49:1-2). "He  says 'It is too 

light a thing that you  should be my servant to raise up  the tribes of Jacob.... I will  give  you 

as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end  of the earth' (Is 

49:6).  "The  Lord God had given me the tongue of those who are taught, that I may know how 

to sustain with a word him  that is weary" (Is 50:4). And again: "So  shall he  startle  many 

nations, and because of  him   kings shall stand speechless" (Is 52:15). "The righteous one, my 

servant, shall make many to be accounted righteous; and he shall bear their iniquities" (Is 

53:11). 

 

These last texts, from the third and fourth songs, introduce us  with striking realism to the figure 

of the suffering servant, to which we shall return later. All that Isaiah says seems to foretell in 

a surprising way all that was foretold by  the holy  old  man Simeon at the very beginning of 

Jesus' life.  Simeon greeted Jesus as "a light to enlighten the Gentiles" and at the same time "a 

sign  of contradiction" (cf. Lk  2:32,  34).  Already from the Book  of Isaiah the figure of the 

Messiah emerges as a prophet who comes  into the world to bear witness to the truth and, 

precisely because of this truth he will be rejected by his  people, becoming by his  death a cause 

of justification for "many." 

 

The  songs of the Servant of Yahweh are fully  echoed in  the New  Testament from the  

beginning of  Jesus'  messianic activity. The   description  of  the baptism in  the Jordan  allows 

one  to establish a parallel with the texts of
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Isaiah. Matthew wrote: "When Jesus was baptized...the heavens were opened and he  saw the 

Spirit of God  descending like  a dove,  and alighting on him" (Mt 3:16);  in  Isaiah it was said: 

"I  put my  spirit upon him"  (Is  42:1).  The evangelist added, "and a voice from heaven said, 

'This is my beloved son, with whom I am well  pleased'" (Mt 3:17).  In  Isaiah God  says to the 

servant, "my chosen, in  whom my  soul  delights" (Is  42:1).  John the Baptist pointed out Jesus 

approaching the Jordan with the words, "Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin  of 

the world!" (Jn 1:29).  This exclamation summarizes the third and fourth songs of the suffering 

servant of Yahweh. 

 

A similar relationship is found in the passage in which Luke recorded the first messianic words 

spoken by Jesus in the synagogue of Nazareth when he read the text of Isaiah: "The Spirit of 

the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent 

me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those 

who  are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord" (Lk  4:17-19). These are the 

words of the first song  of the servant of Yahweh (cf. Is 42:1-7;  also Is 61:1-2). 

 

If we look at the life and ministry of Jesus, he appears to us as the servant of God, who brings 

salvation to the people, who heals them, who frees them from their iniquity, and who  wishes 

to win  them to himself not by  force but by goodness. The  Gospel, especially that  of Matthew, 

frequently refers to the Book  of  Isaiah,  whose prophetic announcement is  fulfilled in  Christ. 

For example, Matthew narrated that "when it was evening they brought to him many who  were 

possessed with demons; and he  cast out the spirits with a word, and healed all who  were sick.  

This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah, 'He  took our infirmities and bore our 

diseases'" (Mt 8:16- 17; cf. Is 53:4). And in another place: "Many followed him, and he healed 

them all.... This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: 'Behold my servant...'" 

(Mt 12:15-21). At this point the evangelist quoted a long  passage from the first song  of the 

servant of Yahweh. 

 

As in the case of the Gospels, so also the Acts of the Apostles shows that the first  generation  

of  Christ's  disciples, beginning with  the  apostles,  was profoundly convinced that  Jesus  

fulfilled all that  the prophet Isaiah  had foretold in his  inspired songs: that Jesus is the chosen 

servant of God (cf. Acts 3:13; 3:26; 4:27; 4:30; 1 Pet 2:22-25), that he fulfills the mission of 

the servant of Yahweh and brings the new  Law, that he is the light of the covenant for all 

nations (cf. Acts 13:46-47). This same conviction is found later in the Didache, in  the 

Martyrdom of St. Polycarp, and in  the First Letter of St. Clement of Rome. 

 

One  must add an item of  great  importance: Jesus  spoke of  himself as a servant, clearly 

alluding to Isaiah 53,  when he  said: "The  Son  of Man came not to be served but to serve, and 

to give  his  life as a ransom for many" (Mk 10:45;  cf. Mt. 20:28). The  same idea is expressed 

by the washing of the feet of the apostles (cf. Jn 13:3-4, 12-15).

 

The  first song  of the servant of Yahweh (cf. Is 42:1-7)  underlines the election of the servant 

and his  prophetic mission of liberation, healing and of covenant for all people. Throughout the 
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entire New  Testament, besides the passages and allusions to the first song,  the greater number 

of texts refers to the third and fourth songs (cf. Is 50:4-11; Is 52:13-53:12) on the suffering 

servant. It is the  same  idea  which St.  Paul  summed up   briefly  in   his   Letter  to  the 

Philippians when he  sang the praises of Christ "who,  though he  was in  the form of God,  did  

not count equality with God  a thing to be  grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a 

servant, being born in  the likeness of men...he humbled himself and became obedient unto 

death" (Phil 2:6-8). 

 

2.) Book of Jeremiah, Chapter 23.
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SESSION SIX SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    What does  Messiah mean? 

 

2.    When was the moment for Jesus' messianic consecration revealed? 

 

3.    How  did  Jesus manifest that He was the Messiah, the Holy  One  of God? 

 

4.    What words from Holy Scripture constitute the initial proclamation of the Redeeming 

Messiah? 

 

5.    What does  Galatians 4:4 add about the Messiah, the Son of David? 

 

6.    When does  Jesus specify the authentic meaning of His  messianic royalty? 

 

7.    When does  the true sense of Jesus' messianic royalty become fully  known? 

 

8.    Who  are the bearers of the promise of salvation and restoration for God's people? 

 

9.    Who  prophesises that  the Messiah shall be  King   and is  to be  born in Bethlehem? 

 

10.  Which prophet provides the greatest detail concerning the traits  of the Messiah?
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SESSION SEVEN: 

JESUS CHRIST IS THE FULLNESS OF REVELATION 
 

Lesson Outline: 

 

7.1 Introduction 

7.2 Fullness and Definitiveness of the Revelation of Jesus Christ 

7.3 The  Logos  Incarnate and the Holy  Spirit in the Work of Salvation 

7.4 Unicity and Universality of the salvific Mystery of Jesus Christ 

7.5 Unicity and Unity of the Church 

 

Deepen your Faith: 

 

"Faithful to God's word, the Second Vatican Council teaches: "By this revelation then, the 

deepest truth about God  and the salvation of man shines forth in Christ, who is at the same 

time the mediator and the fullness of all revelation" (DV 2). 

 

Furthermore, "Jesus Christ, therefore, the Word made flesh, sent 'as a man to men', 'speaks the 

words of God'  (Jn 3:34),  and completes the work of salvation which his  Father gave him  to 

do (cf. Jn 5:36;  17:4).  To see  Jesus is to see  his Father (cf. Jn 14:9).  For this reason, Jesus 

perfected Revelation by fulfilling it through His  whole work of making Himself present and 

manifesting Himself: through His  words and deeds, His  signs and wonders, but especially 

through His  death and glorious resurrection from the dead and finally with the sending of the 

Spirit of truth, He  completed and perfected revelation and confirmed it with divine testimony...  

 

The  Christian dispensation, therefore, as the new  and definitive covenant, will  never pass 

away, and we  now  await no further new public revelation before the glorious manifestation of 

our Lord Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Tim  6:14 and Tit 2:13)"." 29  

 

Catechesis: 

 

"Christ,   the  Son   of  God   made  man,  is   the  Father's  one,   perfect  and unsurpassable 

Word." (CCC 65) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
29 Dominus Iesus 5: Congregation for the Doctrine of the   Faith.    Declaration   "Dominus  Iesus"  on   the  Unicity  and   Salvific Universality 

of Jesus Christ and the Church. 6 August, 2000. http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_c 

faith_doc_20000806_dominus-iesus_en.html - Translator's note] 

 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_c
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Doctrinal Body: 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

The  Church's universal mission is born of Jesus Christ's mandate: "Go into the whole world 

and proclaim the gospel to every creature." (Mk  16: 15-16);  and is fulfilled in the proclamation 

of the Mystery of God and the Mystery of the Son's Incarnation, as the event which wrought 

salvation for mankind. 

 

Over the centuries, the Church has proclaimed and faithfully borne witness to Jesus' mandate, 

the nucleus of His  Gospel, although the mission is still far from complete fulfillment. 

 

For this reason, and taking into consideration that there are other voices, other religions and 

other values, "The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in  these religions. She 

regards with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of  life,  those precepts and teachings  

which, though differing in many aspects from the ones  she  holds and sets forth, nonetheless 

often reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all men." 30  

 

Along this line, she  makes use  of inter-religious  dialogue, which is  part of her evangelizing 

mission 31, to again put forth the doctrine of Catholic faith with the intention of corroborating 

the truths which are part of the patrimony of her faith. 

 

Nevertheless this patrimony is currently endangered by theories of relativism which, in  an 

attempt to justify religious pluralism, get stagnated on  truths which have already  been 

abundantly  proven such as  the  definitive and complete  character of  Jesus  Christ's Revelation, 

and draw up  theological proposals in which Christian Revelation and the mystery of Jesus 

Christ and of the Church lose their character of absolute truth and salvific universality, and at 

the very least, cast a shadow of doubt and uncertainty on them. 

 

7.2 Fullness and Definitiveness of the Revelation of Jesus Christ 

 

In  order to remedy this relativist mentality, it is  necessary to reiterate  the definitive and 

complete character of Jesus Christ's Revelation. In effect, using pedagogy adapted to the 

receiver, God revealed Himself to man gradually, "by deeds and words which are intrinsically 

bound up  with each other" and shed light on  each other", the deeds wrought by  God  in  the 

history of salvation manifest and confirm the realities signified by  the words, while the words 

proclaim the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in  them." This long process of Revelation 

culminated in the sending of God's  own  divine Son  (cf. Dei Verbum 2; CCC 53). In Him, 

                                                           
30 Nostra aetate, 2).Vatican II,  Paul VI,  Declaration on  the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions. October 28, 1965. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va t-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html 
31 cf.  Redemptoris missio, 55,  John Paul II,   Encyclical Redemptoris Missio on the Permanent Validity of the Church's Missionary 

Mandate. December   7,    1990.     http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0219/=    P2.HTM     

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0219/
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resides the fullness of the divine truth, "For in him dwells the whole  fullness of the deity bodily" 

(Col 2: 9-10).  In Him God says it all, there will be no further word (cf. CCC 65, 66).

 

It is, therefore, contrary to the faith of the Church to uphold any limited, incomplete or imperfect 

character of the Revelation of Jesus Christ and which can be complemented by other religions. 

 

It must be  restated that while the words, the deeds and the totality of the historic event of Jesus 

are limited inasmuch as they are human realities, they nonetheless have their source in  the 

divine Person of the Word incarnate, "true  God  and true man"  (cf.    DS  301)  and because 

of  that  contain the definitiveness and fullness of the Revelation of God's  salvific ways, even  

if the depth of the divine mystery is of itself transcendent and never-ending. 

 

The  truth  about God  was not abolished or reduced because it was said in human language. 

The truth continues to be unique, full and complete because the incarnate Son  of God  is the 

one  who  speaks and acts. This is why  faith professes that the Word becoming flesh, in all His  

mystery, starting with the incarnation and ending with His  glorification, is the most real shared 

source, and the fulfillment of all of God's  salvific revelation to man. 

 

In   reference to  this,  the  Church  repeats,  "The   Christian  dispensation, therefore, as the 

new  and definitive covenant, will  never pass away and we now await no further new  public 

revelation before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ" (see 1 Tim.  6:14 and Tit. 

2:13) (Dei Verbum 4C; CCC 66).  Although a full  understanding of  divine Revelation will  

only  be had on the  day of  the  Lord's  glorious second coming, Jesus  Christ's  historical 

Revelation already offers everything that is required for mans salvation and does  not need to 

be  completed  by  other religions. Saint John of the Cross explains it this  way: "For by  giving 

us  as He  did His  Son,  His  Word, and having no other, He spoke  to us once and for all in 

this one Word, and so has nothing further to say; because what He  once  spoke  in  parts to the 

prophets, He  has now  wholly spoken, giving us  Wholeness, which is His  Son.  For this reason, 

whosoever should like  to ask God  or wish for a vision or revelation, is not only  acting 

stubbornly, but is causing offense  God  by not putting his  eyes solely  on Christ, and forsaking 

all other things and novelties (cf. The  Ascent of Mt. Carmel II:  22,  3-5). 32   

 

"Yet even  if Revelation is already complete, it has not been made completely explicit; it 

remains for Christian faith gradually to grasp its full  significance over the course of the 

centuries." (CCC   66) 

 

In  the life  of  the Church, there is  a growth in  the understanding of  the realities and the words 

of the deposit of faith handed down   in  Revelation thanks to the assistance of  the Holy  Spirit 

who teaches «all truth» (Jn 16,13) to the Apostles,  and through them to all of the Church for 

all time. This growth happens particularly:

                                                           
32 St. John of the Cross. 16th century. http://www.ccel.org/ccel/john_cross/ascent.ii.iii.html  

 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/john_cross/ascent.ii.iii.html
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 "Through  the  contemplation  and  study  made  by   believers,  who treasure these 

things in their hearts" (see  Luke, 2:19,  51; Dei Verbum 8);   theological   research  

should  seek  continually  to  more  deeply penetrate and set forth revealed truth 

(Gaudium et spes 62:7; 44:2; Dei Verbum 23; 24; UR 4). 

 

 When the faithful gain "a penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities  which they 

experience" (Dei  Verbum 8).  In  the words of St. Gregory the Great, the understanding 

of divine words grows with every new  reading (Homily on Ez 1,7,8:  PL 76, 843 D). 

 

 "Through the preaching of those who have received through Episcopal succession the 

sure gift of truth." (Dei Verbum 8C; CCC 94). 

 

 "The  task of interpreting the Word of God authentically has been entrusted solely  to 

the Magisterium of the Church, that is, to the Pope and to the bishops in communion 

with him." (CCC 100). 

 

7.3 The  Logos  Incarnate and the Holy  Spirit in the Work of Salvation 

 

Frequently modern theological thought approximates Jesus of Nazareth as if He  were a 

specific, finite historical figure who  reveals divinity in a way that is  not exclusive, but rather,  

complementary to other revealing and salvific figures. 

 

According to this  perspective,  God's   ultimate  Mystery is  made  known to humanity in 

diverse manners and through diverse historical figures: Jesus of Nazareth is one of them, a face 

amongst so many which the Logos  has taken on over the course of time to communicate 

salvifically with humanity. 

 

This proposition is  at great discrepancy with Christian faith: only  Jesus of Nazareth, Son of 

Mary, is the Father's Son and Word. The Word, who "was in the beginning with God"  (Jn 1: 

2) is the same as the One  who  "became flesh" (Jn 1:14). In Jesus, "the Messiah, the Son  of 

the living God" (Mt 16:16)  "dwells the whole fullness of the deity bodily" (Col 2:9). "The only 

Son,  who is the bosom of the Father" (Jn 1:18),  His  "beloved  Son,  in whom we have 

redemption…For in  him all the fullness of God  was pleased to dwell, and  through  him to 

reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood  of 

his  Cross making peace by the blood  of his  cross" (Col 1:13-14,19- 

20). 

 

Faithful  to  Sacred  Scripture  and  refuting  erroneous,  reductive interpretations,  the First 

Council of Nicaea (AD  325)  solemnly defined its faith in  "one  Lord Jesus Christ, the Only  

Begotten Son  of God,  born of the Father before all ages. God  from God,  Light from Light, 

true God  from true God,  begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father; through him  all 

things were made. For us  men and for our salvation he  came down   from heaven, and by the 

Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he  was crucified 
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under Pontius Pilate, he  suffered death and was buried, and rose again on  the third day in  

accordance with the Scriptures. He  ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the 

Father. He  will  come  again in glory to judge the living and the dead and his kingdom will  

have no  end.”33  Saint John Paul II explicitly declared: "Christ is none other than Jesus of 

Nazareth; and He is the Word of God made man for the salvation of all" (cf.  Redemptoris 

missio, 6). 

 

It is  also contrary to Catholic faith to introduce a separation between the salvific action of the 

Logos  as such, and that of the Word become flesh. With Incarnation, all of the salvific actions 

of the Word of God  are in  union with the human nature which He  has assumed for the salvation 

of all men, since the only subject who acts in the two natures, the divine and the human, is the 

sole  person of the Word. 34 

 

Thus the theory which attributes  a salvific activity to the Logos  as such in His  divinity, which 

is  exercised "beyond" Christ's humanity,  even  after  the Incarnation,  is   not  compatible  with  

Church  doctrine.  His   divinity  and humanity were both present as of the moment of the 

Virgin's conception and in so great a unity that His  divine deeds could  not have taken place 

without the Man, nor could  His  human deeds without God. 35  

 

In consequence, the Magisterium of the Church, faithful to divine Revelation, reiterates that 

Jesus Christ is the universal Mediator and Redeemer: "God's Word, by whom all things were 

made, was Himself made flesh so  that as perfect man He  might save all men and sum up  all 

things in  Himself. The Lord is  …He  Whom the Father  raised from the dead, lifted on  high 

and stationed at His  right hand, making Him judge of the living and the dead." (cf.  Gaudium 

et spes,  45; Council of Trent, De peccato originali, 3: DS 1513). 

 

The theory proposing a Holy Spirit with greater universal character than that of the Incarnate 

Word, crucified and resurrected is also contrary to Catholic faith,  which instead,  considers the  

salvific Incarnation  of  the  Word as a Trinitarian event. In  the New  Testament, the mystery 

of Jesus, incarnate Word, is  the abode of  the Holy  Spirit and the reason for His   effusion to 

humanity, not only  in  messianic times (cf. Acts 2:32-36; Jn 20:20;  7:39;  1 Co 15:45), but 

also before His  coming into history (cf. 1 Co 10:4; 1 Pe 1:10-12). 

 

The  Second Vatican Council has drawn attention to the Church's awareness in  faith of this 

fundamental truth. When they present the Father's plan of salvation for all humanity, from the 

beginning the Council closely relates the mystery of Christ with the mystery of the Spirit. The 

                                                           
33 Extract from The Nicene Creed Text from the Revised Translation of the English Order of the Mass (http://www.ancient- 

future.net/nicene.html): First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea, cf. DS 125. 
 
34 cf. Pope  St. Leo  the Great, Tomus ad Flavianum: DS 269. 
35 cf. St. Leo the Great, Letter «Promisisse me memini» ad Leonem I imp:  DS 318. 

 

http://www.ancient-/
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whole work of edification of  the Church over the centuries is  seen as the accomplishment of 

Jesus Christ as the Head of the Church in  communion with His  Spirit (cf. Lumen Gentium, 7). 

There is  then, a clear connection  between the salvific mystery of the Word incarnate and the 

Holy Spirit who enacts the salvific influx of the Son become man the life  of all men, called to 

God  for one  purpose, whether they lived historically before the Word made Man, or live after 

his  historical coming: the Spirit of the Father, which the Son of Man freely pours forth animates 

all (cf. Jn 3:34). 

 

This is why  the Church has called attention with firmness and clarity to the truth of one  single 

divine economy. This Spirit is the same as the One  made present in Jesus' incarnation, as in 

His  life, death and resurrection, and who acts in  the Church. The   Spirit is  therefore not 

something alternative  to Christ, nor does  He come to fill a sort of void existing between Christ 

and the Logos.  Whatever the Spirit does  in  men and in  the history of mankind, in different 

cultures and religions serves as a preparation for the Gospel, and cannot but refer to Christ, the 

incarnate Word through the deed of the Holy Spirit, so that, as a Perfect Man, He might save 

all and put all things right. 

 

In conclusion, the action of the Spirit is not outside or alongside the action of Christ's. There is 

only  one  salvific economy of God  One  and Triune, carried out in  the mystery of the 

incarnation, death and resurrection of the Son  of God,  and performed with the cooperation of 

the Holy  Spirit, and extended in its reach to all humanity and the entire universe. Mankind, the, 

cannot enter into communion with God  if not through Christ and under the influence of the 

Holy  Spirit. 

 

7.4 Unicity and Universality of the salvific Mystery of Jesus Christ 

 

Likewise, the  theory which denies the  unicity and universality  of  Jesus Christ's salvific 

mystery has no Biblical foundation. In  effect, Jesus Christ, the Son  of God,  Lord and Sole  

Savior's proclamation is to be firmly believed as a perennial fact of the Church's faith: through 

His  incarnation, death and resurrection He  has fulfilled the history of salvation which in Him, 

finds its fullness and center. 

 

New   Testament  testimony clearly certifies: "Moreover,  we  have seen  and testify that the 

Father sent his  Son  as savior of the world" (1 Jn 4:14).  In  His speech before the Sanhedrin, 

Peter, in order to justify the healing of the man who  had been crippled since birth in  Jesus' 

name (Acts 3:  1-8),  proclaims: "There is no salvation through anyone else, nor is there any 

other name under heaven given  to the human race by which we are to be saved." (Acts 4: 2). 

The same Apostle adds moreover that "Jesus Christ is … Lord of all"; He is the one appointed 

by God  as judge of the living and the dead…so that everyone who believes in him will  receive 

forgiveness of sins through his  name." (Acts 10:36, 42, 43). 

Paul, addressing the community at Corinth, writes: "for us  there is one God, the Father, from 

whom all things are and for whom we exist, and one  Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all 

things are and through whom we exist." (1 Co 8:6). 
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In  the New  Testament, God's  universal  salvific will  is  closely connected to Christ's  unique 

mediation: "God…wills everyone  to be saved and to come  to knowledge of  the truth.  For 

there is  one  God.  There is  also one  mediator between God  and the human race, Christ Jesus, 

himself human, who  gave himself as ransom for all." (1 Tm 2: 3-6). 

 

It must therefore be firmly believed as a truth of the Catholic faith that God's One  and Triune 

universal salvific will  is offered and accomplished once  and for all in the mystery of the 

incarnation, death and resurrection of the Son of God. 

 

Considering this fact of faith and meditating on  the presence of other non- Christian, religious 

experiences and their meaning in God's plan of salvation, theology today is invited to explore 

if it is possible, and to what degree, certain figures and elements from other religions may enter 

into the divine plan of salvation. 

 

The  Second Vatican Council, in effect, upholds that "the unique mediation of the Redeemer 

does not exclude but rather gives  rise to a manifold cooperation which is  but a sharing in  this 

one  source." (cf.  Lumen Gentium, 62),  and "although participated forms of mediation of 

different kinds and degrees are not  excluded, they  acquire  meaning  and  value  only   from  

Christ's  own mediation, and they cannot be  understood as parallel or complementary to his."  

(cf. Redemptoris missio, 5)  and any proposals considering the salvific action of God outside of 

Christ's one mediation are contrary to Christian and Catholic faith. (CCC 67) 

 

Some  people would have theology avoid the use  of terms such as "unicity", "universality", 

"absoluteness" which could  give the impression of an excessive emphasis on  the value of Jesus  

Christ's salvific event over those of other religions. In  reality, with this language, our fidelity 

to the revealed fact is simply expressed, as it is part of the development of the very source of 

faith. From the beginning, in effect, the community of believers has recognized that Jesus Christ 

possesses such salvific value that He  alone, as the Son  of God made Man, crucified and 

resurrected, in  virtue of the mission received from the Father and in  the power of the Holy  

Spirit, has the objective  of giving revelation (cf. Mt 11:27)  and divine life  (cf. Jn 1:12;  5:25-

26; 17:2)  to all of humanity and every man.

 

In this sense, Jesus Christ has, for the human race and our history, a singular and unique 

meaning and value, which is His  alone, exclusive, universal and absolute. Jesus is, in effect, 

the Word of God become man for the salvation of all. Acknowledging the Church's awareness 

of her faith, the Second Vatican Council teaches:  "For God's   Word,  by  whom all  things  

were made,  was Himself made flesh so that as perfect man He might save all men and sum up 

all things in Himself. The  Lord is the goal of human history, the focal point of the longings of 

history and of civilization, the center of the human race, the joy  of every heart and the answer 



 
 

 

79 

to all its yearnings. He  it is  Whom the Father raised from the dead, lifted on high and stationed 

at His  right hand, making Him judge of the  living and the  dead." 36  

"It  is  precisely this uniqueness of Christ which gives  him  an absolute and universal  

significance, whereby,  while  belonging to  history,  He   remains history's center and goal: "I 

am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end"  (Rv 22:13)."  

(cf. Redemptoris missio, 6). 

 

7.5 Unicity and Unity of the Church 

 

The Lord Jesus, sole Savior, did not establish a simple community of disciples, but rather 

constituted the Church as a salvific mystery. Just as the head and the members of a living body 

even  if unidentified are inseparable, Christ and the Church cannot be confused one for the 

other, but also cannot be separated and make up one unique total Christ. 

 

Thus, in connection with the unicity and universality of Jesus Christ's salvific mediation, the  

unicity of  the  Church which He   founded must  be  firmly believed as a truth of the Catholic 

faith. 

 

Just as there is one single Christ, there is only one body, only one is His bride: one single 

Catholic, Apostolic Church. Moreover, the Lord's promises of never abandoning His  Church 

(cf. Mt 16:  18;  28:  20)  and of guiding her with His Spirit (cf. Jn 16: 13) entail that, according 

to Catholic faith, the unicity and unity, and all else  involving the Church's integrity shall never 

be lacking. 

 

There is an historical continuity - inherent in apostolic succession - between the Church founded 

by  Christ  and the  Catholic Church: "This is  the sole Church of Christ … which our Savior, 

after His  Resurrection, commissioned Peter to shepherd, (cf.  Jn 21:17), entrusting him  and 

the other Apostles  to extend and direct with authority (cf. Mt 28:18  ss), which He raised up 

for all ages as the pillar and mainstay of the truth. (cf. 1 Tm 3:15). 

 

"This  Church  constituted  and  organized  in   the  world as  a  society,  is perpetuated ("subsistit 

in") in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the Bishops in  

communion with him"  (cf. Lumen Gentium 8). With the expression "subsistit  in",  the Second 

Vatican Council wishes to demonstrate the harmony between two doctrinal statements: on the 

one  hand Christ's Church, which despite the divisions amongst Christians, continues to be fully  

sustained only  in the Catholic Church, and on the other hand  that  nevertheless  "many elements  

of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible structure" in  churches and ecclesial 

communities separate from the Catholic Church. In  all cases, it must be made clear that the 

efficacy of these elements is derived from the same fullness of grace and truth which was 

entrusted to the Catholic Church. 

                                                           
36 cf.  Gaudium  et spes,  45. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes. Pope  Paul VI. December 7, 1965. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va t-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html  

 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va
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Drawing from the above exposé, it is clear "that the Church, a pilgrim now on earth, is necessary 

for salvation: the one  Christ is the mediator and the way of salvation; he  is present to us  in  

his  body  which is the Church. He  himself explicitly asserted (cf. Mt 16:16;  Jn 3:5) the 

necessity of faith and Baptism, and thereby affirmed at the same time the necessity of the 

Church which men enter through Baptism as through a door" (CCC 846). 

 

Of course, this doctrine does  not go against God's  universal salvific will  ( ); thus "It is  

necessary to keep these two truths  together, namely, the real possibility of salvation in  Christ 

for all mankind and the necessity of the Church for salvation." (cf.  Redemptoris missio 9) 

 

The  Church is a "universal sacrament of salvation" because, forever united in a mysterious, 

subordinate manner to Jesus Christ the Savior, her Head, in accordance with God's  plan, she  

has an indispensable relationship to each man's salvation. 

 

For those who are not formally and visibly members of the Church "salvation in Christ is 

accessible by virtue of a grace which, while having a mysterious relationship to the Church, 

does  not make them formally part of the Church but enlightens them in  a way which is 

accommodated to their spiritual and material  situation.  This grace comes   from Christ; it  is  

the result of  his Sacrifice and is  communicated by the Holy  Spirit." (Redemptoris missio 10) 

Salvation is intimately bound to the Church which "is missionary by her very nature, since it is  

from the mission of the Son  and the mission of the Holy Spirit that she  draws her origin, in  

accordance with the decree of God  the Father" (AG 2) 

 

Therefore, "it is  clear that it would be  contrary to the faith  to consider the Church as one  way 

of  salvation  alongside those constituted  by  the other religions, seen as complementary to the 

Church or substantially equivalent to her, even   if  these are said to be  converging with the  

Church toward the eschatological kingdom of God...   One  cannot attribute  to these, however, 

a divine origin or an ex opere operato salvific efficacy, which is  proper to the Christian 

sacraments. Furthermore, it cannot be overlooked that other rituals, insofar as they depend on  

superstitions or other errors (cf. 1 Cor 10:20-21), constitute an obstacle to salvation." (DI 21)

 

Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) From the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (6 August 2000): Declaration 

on the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church: Dominus 

Iesus.37  

 

" Unicity and Universality of the Salvific Mystery of Jesus Christ 

13.  The thesis which denies the unicity and salvific universality of the mystery of Jesus Christ 

is also put forward. Such a position has no biblical foundation. In  fact, the truth  of Jesus Christ, 

                                                           
37 Available at Vatican.va: http://www.vatican.va/roman-curia/congregations/cf.aith/documents/rc-con- cf.aith-doc-20000806-

dominus-iesus-en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/roman-curia/congregations/cf.aith/
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Son  of God,  Lord and only  Saviour, who through the event of his  incarnation, death and 

resurrection has brought the history of salvation to fulfilment, and which has in him  its fullness 

and centre, must be firmly believed as a constant element of the Church's faith. 

 

The  New  Testament attests to this fact with clarity: "The  Father has sent his Son as the Saviour 

of the world" (1 Jn 4:14); "Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin  of the world" (Jn  

1:29).  In  his  discourse before the Sanhedrin, Peter, in  order to justify the healing of a man 

who  was crippled from birth, which was done   in  the name of Jesus (cf.  Acts 3:1-8),  

proclaims: "There is salvation in no one else,  for there is no other name under heaven given 

among men by which we must be saved" (Acts 4:12). St. Paul adds, moreover, that Jesus Christ 

"is Lord of all", "judge of the living and the dead", and thus "whoever believes  in  him   receives  

forgiveness  of  sins through  his   name"  (Acts 10: 36,42,43). 

 

Paul, addressing himself to the community of Corinth, writes: "Indeed, even though there may 

be so-called gods in heaven or on earth - as in fact there are many gods and many lords - yet 

for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one 

Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist" (1 Cor 8:5-6). 

Furthermore, John the Apostle states: "For God so loved  the world that he  gave his  only  Son,  

so that everyone who believes in him  may not perish but may have eternal life. God did not 

send his  Son  into the world to condemn the world, but in  order that the world might be saved 

through him"  (Jn 3:16-17). In  the New  Testament, the universal salvific will of God is closely 

connected to the sole mediation of Christ: "[God] desires all men to be saved and to come  to 

the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God; there is also one mediator between God and 

men, the man Jesus Christ, who gave himself as a ransom for all" (1 Tim  2:4-6). 

 

It was in  the awareness of the one  universal gift of salvation offered by  the Father  through 

Jesus  Christ in  the Spirit (cf.  Eph 1:3-14), that  the first Christians  encountered the Jewish 

people, showing them the fulfilment of salvation  that  went  beyond the  Law and,  in   the  

same  awareness,  they confronted the pagan world of their time, which aspired to salvation 

through a plurality of saviours. This inheritance of faith has been recalled recently by the 

Church's Magisterium: "The  Church believes that Christ, who  died  and was raised for the 

sake of all (cf. 2 Cor 5:15)  can, through his  Spirit, give  man the light and the strength to be 

able to respond to his  highest calling, nor is there any other name under heaven given among 

men by which they can be saved (cf. Acts 4:12).  The  Church likewise believes that  the key,  

the centre, and the purpose of the whole of man's history is to be found in its Lord and Master". 

 

14.   It must therefore be  firmly believed as a truth  of Catholic faith that the universal salvific 

will  of the One  and Triune God is offered and accomplished once for all in the mystery of the 

incarnation, death, and resurrection of the Son of God. 

 

Bearing in  mind this article of faith, theology  today, in  its reflection on  the existence of other 

religious experiences and on their meaning in God's  salvific plan, is invited to explore if and 

in what way the historical figures and positive elements of these religions may fall within the 
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divine plan of salvation. In this undertaking, theological research has a vast field  of work under 

the guidance of the Church's Magisterium. The  Second Vatican Council, in fact, has stated 

that: "the unique mediation of the Redeemer does  not exclude, but rather gives rise to a 

manifold cooperation which is but a participation in this one source". 

 

The  content of this participated mediation should be explored more deeply, but must remain 

always consistent with the principle of Christ's unique mediation: "Although participated forms 

of mediation of different kinds and degrees are not  excluded, they  acquire  meaning  and  value  

only   from  Christ's   own mediation, and they cannot be understood as parallel or 

complementary to his". Hence, those solutions that propose a salvific action of God beyond the 

unique mediation of Christ would be contrary to Christian and Catholic faith. 

 

15.  Not infrequently it is proposed that theology should avoid the use  of terms like  "unicity", 

"universality", and "absoluteness", which give  the impression of excessive emphasis on the 

significance and value of the salvific event of Jesus Christ in relation to other religions. In 

reality, however, such language is simply being faithful to revelation, since it represents a 

development of the sources of the faith themselves.  From the beginning, the community of 

believers has recognized in Jesus a salvific value such that he alone, as Son of God made man, 

crucified and risen, by the mission received from the Father and in the power of the Holy  Spirit, 

bestows revelation (cf. Mt 11:27)  and divine life  (cf. Jn 1:12; 5:25-26; 17:2) to all humanity 

and to every person. 

 

In this sense, one can and must say that Jesus Christ has a significance and a value for the 

human race and its history, which are unique and singular, proper to him  alone, exclusive, 

universal, and absolute. Jesus is, in  fact, the Word of God made man for the salvation of all. In 

expressing this consciousness of faith, the Second Vatican Council teaches: "The Word of God, 

through whom all things were made, was made flesh, so that as perfect man he could  save all 

men and sum up  all things in  himself. The  Lord is the goal of human history, the focal point 

of the desires of history and civilization, the centre of mankind, the joy of all hearts, and the 

fulfilment of all aspirations. It is he whom the Father raised from the dead, exalted and placed 

at his  right hand, constituting him  judge of the living and the dead". "It is precisely this 

uniqueness of Christ which gives him  an absolute and universal significance whereby, while 

belonging to history, he remains history's centre and goal: 'I am the Alpha and the Omega, the 

first and the last, the beginning and the end'  (Rev 22:13)"." 
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2.) From  John Paul II (12 Dec 1990): Redemptoris missio on the permanent validity of 

the Church's missionary mandate.38  

 

"Dialogue with Our Brothers and Sisters of Other Religions 

 

55.  Inter-religious dialogue is  a part of the Church's evangelizing mission. Understood as a 

method and means of mutual knowledge and enrichment, dialogue is not in  opposition to the 

mission ad gentes; indeed, it has special links with that mission and is one  of its expressions. 

This mission, in fact, is addressed to those who  do not know Christ and his  Gospel, and who  

belong for the most part to other religions. In Christ, God calls all peoples to himself and he  

wishes to share with them the fullness of his  revelation and love.  He does  not fail to make 

himself present in  many ways, not only  to individuals but  also to entire  peoples through  their  

spiritual  riches, of  which  their religions are the main and essential expression, even   when 

they contain "gaps, insufficiencies and errors." All of this has been given ample emphasis by 

the Council and the subsequent Magisterium, without detracting in  any way from the fact that 

salvation comes from Christ and that dialogue does not dispense from evangelization. 

 

In  the light of the economy of salvation, the Church sees  no conflict between proclaiming 

Christ and engaging in interreligious dialogue. Instead, she  feels the need to link the two  in  

the context of her mission ad gentes. These two elements must maintain both their intimate 

connection and their distinctiveness;  therefore  they  should  not  be   confused, manipulated   

or regarded as identical, as though they were interchangeable. 

 

I recently wrote to the bishops of Asia: "Although the Church gladly acknowledges whatever  

is   true  and  holy   in   the  religious traditions  of Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam as a reflection 

of that truth which enlightens all people, this does  not lessen her duty and resolve to proclaim 

without fail Jesus Christ who  is 'the way, and the truth  and the life.'...The fact that the followers 

of other religions can receive God's  grace and be  saved by  Christ apart  from the ordinary 

means which he  has established does  not thereby cancel the call to faith and baptism which 

God  wills  for all people." Indeed Christ himself "while expressly insisting on the need for faith 

and baptism, at the same time confirmed the need  for the Church, into which people enter 

through  Baptism  as  through  a  door." Dialogue should be  conducted and implemented with 

the conviction  that the Church is  the ordinary  means of salvation and that she alone possesses 

the fullness of the means of salvation." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
38 Available at Vatican.va website: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp- 

ii_enc_07121990_redemptoris-missio_en.html. 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-


 
 

 

84 

3.) From the Decree Ad Gentes on the Mission Activity of the Church Second Vatican 

Council39  

"5. From the very beginning, the Lord Jesus "called to Himself those whom He  wished; and 

He caused twelve of them to be with Him, and to be sent out preaching (Mark 3:13;  cf.  Mt 

10:1-42). Thus the Apostles  were the first budding - forth of the New  Israel, and at the same 

time the beginning of the sacred hierarchy.  Then, when He  had by  His  death and His  

resurrection completed once  and for all in Himself the mysteries of our salvation and the 

renewal of all things, the Lord, having now received all power in heaven and on earth (cf. Mt 

28:18), before He was taken up into heaven (cf. Acts 1:11), founded His  Church as the 

sacrament of salvation and sent His  Apostles into all the world just as He Himself had been 

sent by His  Father (cf. John 20:21), commanding  them:  "Go,   therefore,  and  make  disciples  

of  all  nations, baptizing them in  the name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit; 

teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you" (Matt. 28:19 ff.). "Go into the whole 

world, preach the Gospel to every creature. He  who believes and is baptized shall be saved; 

but he who  does  not believe, shall be condemned" (Mark 16:15ff.). Whence the  duty that  lies  

on  the  Church  of spreading the faith and the salvation of Christ, not only  in  virtue of the 

express command which was inherited  from the Apostles  by  the  order of bishops, assisted  

by  the priests, together with the successor of Peter and supreme shepherd of the Church, but 

also in  virtue of that life  which flows from Christ  into His   members; "From Him the  whole 

body,  being closely joined and knit together through every joint of the system, according to the 

functioning in  due  measure of each single part, derives its increase to the building up of itself 

in love" (Eph 4:16). The  mission of the Church, therefore, is fulfilled by that activity which 

makes her, obeying the command of Christ and influenced by the grace and love  of the Holy  

Spirit, fully  present to all men or nations, in order that, by the example of her life and by her 

preaching, by the sacraments and other means of grace, she  may lead them to the faith, the 

freedom and the peace of Christ; that thus there may lie open  before them a firm and free road 

to full  participation in the mystery of Christ. 

 

Since this mission goes  on and in the course of history unfolds the mission of Christ Himself, 

who  was sent to preach the Gospel to the poor, the Church, prompted by  the Holy  Spirit, must 

walk in  the same path on  which Christ walked: a path of poverty and obedience, of service 

and self  - sacrifice to the death, from which death He came forth a victor by His  resurrection. 

For thus did all the Apostles walk in hope, and by many trials and sufferings they filled up  

those things wanting to the Passion of Christ for His  body  which is  the Church (cf. Col. 1:24).  

For often, the blood of Christians was like  a seed."

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39 http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va t-ii_decree_19651207_ad-gentes_en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va
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4.) From Bl. Paul VI (28 Oct 1965): Declaration Nostra Aetate on the Relation of the 

Church to Non- Christian Religions.40 

 

"2.  From ancient times down  to the present, there is  found among various peoples a certain 

perception of  that  hidden power which hovers over the course of things and over the events of 

human history; at times some  indeed have come  to the recognition of a Supreme Being, or 

even  of a Father. This perception and recognition penetrates their lives  with a profound 

religious sense. 

 

Religions, however, that  are  bound up   with  an  advanced culture  have struggled to answer 

the same questions by means of more refined concepts and a more developed language. Thus 

in  Hinduism, men contemplate the divine mystery and express it through an inexhaustible 

abundance of myths and through searching philosophical inquiry. They   seek freedom from the 

anguish of our human condition either through ascetical practices or profound meditation or a 

flight to God  with love  and trust.  Again, Buddhism, in  its various forms, realizes the radical 

insufficiency of this changeable world; it teaches a way by which men, in  a devout and 

confident spirit, may be able either to acquire the state of perfect liberation, or attain, by their 

own efforts or through higher help, supreme illumination. Likewise, other religions found 

everywhere try to counter the restlessness of the human heart, each in  its own  manner, by  

proposing "ways," comprising teachings,  rules of life,  and sacred rites. The  Catholic Church 

rejects nothing that  is  true and holy  in these religions. She  regards with sincere reverence 

those ways of conduct and of life,  those precepts and teachings which, though differing in 

many aspects from the ones  she  holds and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that 

Truth  which enlightens  all  men. Indeed, she   proclaims, and  ever must proclaim Christ "the 

way, the truth, and the life" (John 14:6),  in  whom men may find  the fullness of religious life,  

in whom God has reconciled all things to Himself. 

 

The  Church, therefore, exhorts her sons, that  through dialogue and collaboration with the 

followers of other religions, carried out with prudence and love  and in  witness to the  Christian  

faith  and life,   they recognize, preserve and promote the good  things, spiritual and moral, as 

well  as the socio-cultural values found among these men." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
40 http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va t-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/va
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5.) From the Decree on Ecumenism Unitatis Redintegratio Second Vatican Council. 

 

"4. Today, in many parts of the world, under the inspiring grace of the Holy Spirit, many efforts 

are being made in prayer, word and action to attain that fullness of unity which Jesus Christ 

desires. The  Sacred Council exhorts all the Catholic faithful to recognize the signs of the times 

and to take an active and intelligent part in the work of ecumenism. 

 

The   term  "ecumenical movement"  indicates the initiatives and activities planned and 

undertaken, according to the various needs of the Church and as opportunities offer, to promote 

Christian  unity. These are: first, every effort to avoid expressions, judgments and actions which 

do not represent the condition of our separated brethren with truth  and fairness and so  make 

mutual  relations  with  them  more  difficult;   then,   "dialogue"  between competent  experts  

from different  Churches  and  Communities.  At  these meetings, which are organized in a 

religious spirit, each explains the teaching of  his  Communion in  greater  depth and brings out 

clearly its distinctive features. In  such dialogue, everyone gains a truer knowledge and more 

just appreciation  of  the  teaching and  religious life   of  both  Communions. In addition, the 

way is prepared for cooperation between them in the duties for the  common good  of  humanity  

which are  demanded by  every Christian conscience; and, wherever this is allowed, there is 

prayer in common. Finally, all are led  to examine their own  faithfulness to Christ's will  for 

the Church and accordingly to undertake  with vigor the task of renewal and reform. 

 

When such actions are undertaken prudently and patiently by the Catholic faithful, with the 

attentive guidance of their bishops, they promote justice and truth,  concord and collaboration, 

as well  as the spirit of brotherly love and unity. This is the way that, when the obstacles to 

perfect ecclesiastical communion have been gradually overcome, all Christians  will  at last, in  

a common celebration  of  the Eucharist, be  gathered into the one  and only Church  in   that  

unity  which Christ  bestowed  on   His   Church  from  the beginning. We  believe that  this 

unity subsists in  the Catholic Church as something she  can never lose,  and we  hope  that it 

will  continue to increase until the end  of time. 

 

However, it  is   evident  that,   when  individuals  wish  for  full   Catholic communion, their 

preparation and reconciliation is an undertaking which of its nature is  distinct  from ecumenical 

action. But there  is  no  opposition between the two, since both proceed from the marvelous 

ways of God. 

 

Catholics, in  their ecumenical work, must assuredly be  concerned for their separated  brethren,  

praying for them,  keeping them  informed about the Church, making the first approaches 

toward them. But their primary duty is to make a careful and honest appraisal  of  whatever 

needs to be  done   or renewed in  the  Catholic household itself, in  order that  its life  may bear 

witness more clearly and faithfully to the teachings and institutions which have come  to it from 

Christ through the Apostles.
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For  although  the  Catholic Church  has  been  endowed with  all  divinely revealed truth and 

with all means of grace, yet its members fail to live  by them with all the fervor that they should, 

so that the radiance of the Church's image is less  clear in the eyes  of our separated brethren 

and of the world at large, and  the  growth of  God's   kingdom  is  delayed.  All  Catholics  must 

therefore aim at Christian perfection and, each according to his  station, play his  part that the 

Church may daily be  more purified and renewed. For the Church must bear in her own  body  

the humility and dying of Jesus, against the day when Christ will  present her to Himself in all 

her glory without spot or wrinkle. 

 

All in the Church must preserve unity in essentials. But let all, according to the gifts they have 

received enjoy  a proper freedom, in their various forms of spiritual life and discipline, in their 

different liturgical rites, and even  in their theological elaborations of revealed truth. In  all 

things let charity prevail. If they are true to this course of action, they will be giving ever better 

expression to the authentic catholicity and apostolicity of the Church. 

 

On the other hand, Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem the truly Christian  

endowments from our common heritage  which are  to be  found among our separated brethren. 

It is right and salutary to recognize the riches of Christ and virtuous works in the lives  of others 

who are bearing witness to Christ, sometimes even   to the shedding of their blood.  For God  is  

always wonderful in His  works and worthy of all praise. 

 

Nor should we forget that anything wrought by the grace of the Holy  Spirit in the hearts of our 

separated brethren can be a help to our own  edification. Whatever is  truly Christian is  never 

contrary to what genuinely belongs to the faith; indeed, it can always bring a deeper realization 

of the mystery of Christ and the Church. 

 

Nevertheless,  the  divisions among Christians  prevent  the  Church  from attaining the fullness 

of catholicity proper to her, in  those of her sons  who, though attached to her by Baptism, are 

yet separated from full  communion with her. Furthermore, the Church herself finds it more 

difficult to express in actual life her full  catholicity in all her bearings. 

 

This Sacred Council is gratified to note that the participation by the Catholic faithful in  

ecumenical work is  growing daily. It commends this work to the bishops everywhere in  the 

world to be  vigorously stimulated  by  them and guided with prudence."
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SESSION SEVEN SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    In  what  ways do  relativistic types of theory try to justify religious pluralism? 

 

2.    What  answer  should  be   given  to  those  who   consider  Christian revelation 

incomplete? 

 

3.    Is there any other mediation outside of the sole mediator, Jesus Christ? 

 

4.    What does  the following statement mean: "the only  Church of Christ subsists in the 

Catholic Church"? 

 

5.    According to the statement: "outside the Church there is no salvation", can it be said that 

non-Catholics are condemned? 

 

6.    What are the implications of the Lord's promise to never abandon His Church and to guide 

her always with His  Spirit? 

 

7.    Is  there a difference between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith? 

 

8.    "Inter-religious   dialogue":  what   does    that  mean  and  who   is   it undertaken with? 

 

9.    What must always be borne in mind when in "inter-religious dialogue"? 

 

1O.  What is meant by the expression "ecumenical movement"?
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SESSION EIGHT: 

THE TRANSMISSION OF REVELATION 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

8.1 The  Topic  in Context: Transmission or Tradition?  

8.2 Tradition as Fact 

8.3 Apostolic Tradition 

8.4 Complementarity of Scripture and Tradition 

8.5 Transmission: an Ecclesial Task 

8.6 The Goal of Tradition 

8.7 Expressions of Tradition 

8.8 The  Holy  Spirit: Guarantor of Transmission 

 

Deepen your Faith: 

 

"What Christ entrusted  to the Apostles, they in  turn handed on  by  their preaching and  writing, 

under  the  inspiration  of  the Holy   Spirit,  to  all generations, until Christ returns in glory." 

(CCC 96) 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"And  [Holy]  Tradition transmits in  its entirety the Word of God  which has been entrusted  to 

the apostles by  Christ the Lord and the Holy  Spirit. It transmits it to the successors of the 

apostles so that, enlightened by the Spirit of truth, they may faithfully preserve, expound and 

spread it abroad by their preaching." (CCC 81) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

8.1 The  Topic  in Context: Transmission or Tradition?  

 

Let's begin by defining these two concepts: 

 

 Transmission: The  act by which the People of God,  guided by chosen men, hand on, 

mostly by the spoken word, to the next generation, divine Revelation until Revelation 

has become crystallized in sacred, canonical text. 

 

 Tradition: The  result of the act of transmitting. In other words, what we in the Church 

refer to as "Tradition" is the living transmission [of the Gospel], accomplished by  the 

Holy  Spirit.  "Through Tradition, "the Church, in  her doctrine, life and worship, 
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perpetuates and transmits to every generation all that she  herself is, all that she  

believes." (CCC 78) 

In  order that what God  has revealed for the salvation of all people might always be faithfully 

and fully  preserved, Jesus Himself gave His  Spirit to the living  community  of  the  Church,  

which  transmits,   renews  and  keeps Revelation present at every step in history.

 

"This living transmission, accomplished in the Holy Spirit, is called Tradition, since it is  

distinct  from Sacred Scripture,  though  closely connected  to it. Through  Tradition,   "the   

Church,  in    her   doctrine,  life    and  worship, perpetuates and transmits to every generation 

all that she  herself is, all that she  believes." (CCC 78). 

 

8.2 Tradition as Fact 

 

Christianity is based on concrete, historic events such as Jesus' life, doctrine, and death on the 

Cross and on the faith of His  disciples in  His  divinity and Resurrection. 

 

The   Apostles,  abiding with Christ's  mandate,  bore witness to these facts through their 

writings, their words and their own life. This is what gives  rise to  the  reason  for existence 

and  the  content  of  all  Christian  traditions. Nonetheless, this  testimony goes  beyond simple 

oral transmission  of  the events  which  occurred  in   the  past  and  which remain  in   memory;  

it communicates, above all, their experience of Christ - their faith matured - this Christ which 

they heard and saw with their own  ears and eyes,  and touched with their own hands and came 

to recognize as the Word of Life (cf. l Jn l:l). 

 

8.2.1  What is the Importance of Tradition? 

 

Man's historic reality lets him  transcend  and overcome the present, but supported by the past; 

that is how history is made, and how man is influenced by history. 

 

At the same time, human beings, thanks  to our spiritual reality, keep the memory of the past 

alive. Tradition is based on this memory, and over history, places mankind in  a relationship 

which goes  beyond the limits of time to embrace the entire human community, thus establishing 

a nexus between the present day and all other periods of time. 

 

A   properly  understood  tradition   permits  mankind  to  understand   our existence today using 

what  we  receive from previous generations  as  our starting point. Tradition is important in  

that it shows how  humans depend on what we encounter in our surroundings or in the past, not 

just for making isolated decisions, but also the fundamental decision, one which is previously 

embedded in  a specific context, in  relation to an understanding of existence which people had 

already gained in earlier times. 
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Lastly, one  of the essential elements of tradition is that the receiver should, in  turn, hand on  

what has been received to others. This view  of tradition illustrates that it is  not only  a religious 

phenomenon, but also a human quality with which cultures and history take shape.

 

Share with the class some examples of  family  or  local traditions. 

 

8.2.2 Tradition and Life 

 

The  act of transmitting is closely connected to life.  In  fact, human life is one continuous 

transmission of oneself over generations: life is preserved through the very act of transmission. 

 

Likewise, in  Christian Revelation it is  life  that is  transmitted, life  itself passes on what is 

needed for a growing faith. 

 

The  Church, which communicates and transmits the Revelation to us  is also a  living and  life-

giving transmitter   of  the  fullness of  life.   Just  as  the transmission of life  supposes the 

communication of knowledge and culture, the Church too transmits a deposit of doctrine. 

 

Tradition carries out a dual function: it protects against aberrant interpretations and ensures the 

transmission of the original dynamism of the text preventing possible corruption. 

 

8.3 Apostolic Tradition 

 

"Christ  the  Lord… commissioned the  Apostles  to preach to all men that Gospel which is  the 

source of all saving truth  and moral teaching, and to impart to them heavenly gifts. This Gospel 

had been promised in former times through the prophets, and Christ Himself had fulfilled it and 

promulgated it with His  lips."  (Dei Verbum 7) 

 

This Apostolic preaching to fulfill the Lord's mandate, was carried out in two manners: 

 

First, orally: "by the Apostles who  handed on,  by the spoken word of their preaching, by  the 

example they gave, by  the institutions they established, what they themselves had received - 

whether from the lips  of Christ, from His way of life and His  works, or whether they had 

learned it at the prompting of the Holy  Spirit" (CCC 76). 

 

Then, in writing:   "by  those Apostles and other men associated with the apostles who,  under 

the inspiration of the same Holy  Spirit, committed the message of salvation to writing". (CCC 

76) 

 

In order that the Apostolic preaching might always be preserved until the end of time, thus 

fulfilling the Lord's mandate of taking the Gospel to all mankind, the Apostles left bishops as 

their successors, giving them their own  position of teaching authority. (cf. CCC 77)
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"This  living  transmission,   accomplished  in   the  Holy    Spirit  is   called Tradition." (CCC 

78). 

 

Thus, Tradition and Scripture are not two autonomous, separate or self- sufficient ways  to  

transmit  Revelation, but  rather   are  "bound  closely together," are mutually dependent (cf.  

Dei  Verbum 10),  "and communicate one  with the other. For both of them, flowing out from 

the same divine well- spring, come  together in  some  fashion to form one  thing, and move  

towards the same goal." Together they make up  the "sacred deposit" from which the Church 

derives her certainty concerning all revealed truths. (cf. CCC 80) 

 

"Sacred Scripture is  the speech of God  as it is  put down  in  writing under the breath of the 

Holy  Spirit." (CCC 81) 

 

"Tradition  transmits  in   its  entirety  the  Word of  God   which has  been entrusted to the 

apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy  Spirit. It transmits it to the successors of the Apostles 

so that, enlightened by the Spirit of truth, they  may  faithfully  preserve,  expound and  spread  

it  abroad  by   their preaching." (CCC 81) 

 

"Therefore both sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with 

the same sense of loyalty and reverence. (DV 9) 

 

"Each of them makes present and fruitful in the Church the mystery of Christ, who promised to 

remain with his  own "always, to the close of the age" (Mt. 28, 20). (CCC 80) 

 

In  other words, this means that while the Bible  holds the Revelation, it does not transmit the 

fullness of Revelation, and so we must also receive Tradition from the living message of the 

Apostles. 

 

8.4 Complementarity of Scripture and Tradition 

 

As Christians, we confess our faith in  Jesus Christ as Lord, the Son  of God made flesh, who  

died   and was resurrected  for our salvation. That  is  the essence of our faith and the central 

point of our Christian identity. This truth, which makes up the definitive apex of God's  

communication of self, is handed on  in  the Church in  many ways, through  her  preaching, 

her beliefs and practices which guarantee the same, unique continuity. Nevertheless, since this 

transmission runs the risk of  going  off  course and leaving aside the essentials, and getting 

reduced to the communication of fleeting, secondary elements, the Church has had to go deeper 

into the very concept of tradition throughout her history. 

 

The    importance  and  contents  of   tradition   concerned  Martin   Luther particularly. He  

gave primacy to Scripture  as the  sole  rule of  faith and authority in the transmission of the 

salvific message. He  rejected Tradition, without addressing the question of whether or not there 

is any other source of divine information apart from Scripture. 
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Considering the Protestant  context, the Council of Trent clarified several points which served 

to put Tradition into its true place. 

First of  all, Tradition is  understood as  that  which belongs to faith  and customs, which have 

their origin in  Christ or the Holy  Spirit and which are preserved in  the Catholic Church by 

unending succession, differentiating it from that which is  changeable in  the Church. (This is  

further  explained in Section 8.7 - Translator's note) 

 

In  this way, the traditions which the Council considers are only  those which have a divine 

origin and which were received and handed on by the Apostles; as standards for faith and 

customs and which were not set in writing during Apostolic times. (cf. CCC 83) 

 

With this clarification, the principle of "by Scripture alone" (sola Scriptura) is rejected, since 

the truth of Christian Revelation is contained in both Sacred Scripture and unwritten Tradition; 

it also specifies that neither of these alone can provide full  testimony of the Revelation (DV 

9). 

 

When the Church declares that Scripture alone is  insufficient for acquiring knowledge of the 

complete  revealed truth, she  is  teaching that Tradition is essential and normative to faith. 

Thus, both Scripture and Tradition are accepted by  the Church with identical devotion  and 

reverence, since both have one and the same foundation (cf. CCC 80-84). 

 

According to  the  Second Vatican  Council, in  the  transmission of  divine Revelation in  the 

Church, Tradition and Sacred Scripture mutually support and complete each other, and are for 

the new  generations of disciples and witnesses to Jesus Christ food for their faith, since "what 

was handed on by the Apostles includes everything which contributes toward the holiness of 

life and increase in faith of the peoples of God" (DV 8) 

 

"This tradition, which comes  from the Apostles, develops in the Church with the help of the 

Holy  Spirit. For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words which 

have been handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made by believers, 

who treasure these things in their hearts (cf. Luke 2:19, 51) through a penetrating understanding 

of the spiritual realities which they experience, and through the preaching of those who have 

received through Episcopal succession the sure gift of truth. For as the centuries succeed one  

another,  the Church constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth until the 

words of God reach their complete fulfillment in her." (DV 8)
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"Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God,  committed 

to the Church. Holding fast  to this deposit the entire holy people united with their shepherds 

remain always steadfast in  the teaching of the Apostles…" (DV 10) 

 

By  these two  means, "the  Father's self-communication made through his Word in the Holy 

Spirit, remains present and active in the Church: "God, who spoke in  the past, continues to 

converse with the Spouse of his  beloved Son. and the Holy  Spirit, through whom the living 

voice of the Gospel rings out in the Church - and through her in the world - leads believers to 

the full  truth, and makes the Word of Christ dwell in them in all its richness." (CCC 79) 

8.5 Transmission: An Ecclesial Task 

 

Jesus chose  His  Apostles to send them out to hand on what they had received from Him (Mk  

3:13-19) and they must "continue in  His  Name, because what they transmit  they have received 

from Him" (Gal 1:12).  In  fulfillment of this mission, "the apostolic preaching, which is 

expressed in a special way in  the inspired books, was to be preserved by an unending succession 

of preachers until the end  of time. (DV 8) 

 

The  transmission of divine Revelation in  the first generation of Christians began in  this way, 

and as Saint Irenaeus expressed it (cf.  St. Irenaeus, "Against Heretics" III,  3, 1: PG  7, 848;  

Harvey, 2, p. 9.), "in order to keep the Gospel forever whole and alive within the Church, the 

Apostles left bishops as their successors, "handing over" to them "the  authority to teach in  their 

own place." (DV 7). 

 

"Therefore the Apostles, handing on what they themselves had received, warn the faithful to 

hold  fast to the traditions which they have learned either by word of mouth or by letter (cf. 2 

Thess. 2:15),  and to fight in  defense of the faith handed on once and for all (cf. Jude 1:3)" (DV 

8). In this way, the entire Church has received the mission of transmitting the Gospel and 

prolonging on earth Christ's presence and evangelizing action. 

 

It is necessary to insist that the sacred deposit of faith, "depositum fidei",  (cf. Tim  6:20,  2 Tim  

1:12-14) contained in Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture was entrusted  by  the Apostles to 

the entire  Church. "Holding fast to this deposit the entire holy  people united with their 

shepherds remain always steadfast in the teaching of the Apostles, in the common life, in the 

breaking of the bread and in  prayers (cf.  Acts  2:42,  Greek text), so  that holding to, practicing 

and professing the heritage of the faith, it becomes on the part of the bishops and faithful a 

single common effort." (DV 10) 

 

8.6 The  Goal of Tradition 

 

Tradition has often been considered a doctrine transmitted  orally through preaching, but that 

is just one  aspect. What is to be handed on is the entire life of the Church: all that she  herself 
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is, and that she  believes, since what the Apostles passed on includes all that is necessary for a 

holy  life and a growing faith. (cf. DV 8) 

 

8.7 Expressions of Tradition 

 

Tradition is  expressed through traditions  and ecclesiastical, liturgical and theological  

testimony, commonly referred  to as "monuments" of Tradition, meaning the concrete 

expression by which Tradition can be perceived. 

 

Of the various means and witnesses to Tradition, liturgy occupies a privileged place, because 

since liturgy is expressed in deeds and words, it is the center and model of transmission. Liturgy 

is the expression of the Church in all her vitality, in  her praise to God,  in  her holy  communion 

with Him; she  is  the voice of the Church who  loves  and prays, a voice  that not only  expresses 

her faith, but also sings and practices it in a living celebration. 

 

Mention can also be  made of the gestures and customs through which the Christian spirit is 

expressed, and in  general of all the forms through which faith is expressed. 

 

Since the expressions of Tradition are many and varied, it is  necessary to point out several 

criteria which serve to distinguish that which is proper to the Apostolic Tradition from that  

which belongs to "the various theological, disciplinary, liturgical or devotional traditions, born 

in the local churches over time. These are the particular forms, adapted to different places and 

times, in which the great Tradition is expressed." (CCC 83) 

 

 The Magisterium passes on that which has been handed down  from other generations 

and attempts to discern what the Spirit suggests today to the Church. Her task  is  at  the 

service of  an authentic  interpretation  and is inserted in the communion of the faith of 

the Church, guiding the faithful in the permanent dialogue between inherited traditions 

and new  experiences. 

 

 Since Time Immemorial:  St. Vincent de  Lerins stated,  "that  which is believed 

everywhere, has always been held as true, and by everybody - that is what is truly and 

authentically Catholic". With this St. Vincent wished to express that a tradition  which 

has been passed down  since Apostolic  times and which continues through to our times 

is evidence of its authenticity and life-giving quality for faith and is  a useful criterion 

when considering the acquisition of new  traditions. So,  antiquity, continuity and 

universality all serve to make a correct judgment concerning Tradition. 

 

 The Supernatural  Appreciation of  Faith (sensus  fidei)  refers to the communion of  the 

Church on  the part of  the  whole people, "aroused and sustained by  the Holy   Spirit "  

(CCC  92,93)   by  which the  People of  God recognize the clear expression of  faith 

and possess an inner sense of  the spiritual realities which they experience. To discern 

traditions  through the appreciation of faith it is necessary to examine the faith and 
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practices of the entire Church, from the bishops to the last of the faithful. At the same 

time, recognition of the appreciation of faith requires prior verification for which the 

visible fruits of the Spirit give evidence. 

 

 The Profession of  Faith: The  documents which are the Church's heritage, such as the 

Apostles' Creed, the Nicene Creed and other professions of faith are priceless 

instruments in verifying the inherited traditions, since they are a  marvelous synthesis 

of  what  Scripture teaches and what  the  Church preaches. They  offer us a basic nucleus 

with which new  formulas and current preaching are to be confronted. 

 

 Sacred Scripture is  the normative memorial of the origin of faith. Every Church 

tradition must be held up  to Scripture as a standard criterion for its existence. Sacred 

Scripture is  decisive in  orienting the faith and life  of the faithful, particularly since it 

is formally the word of God. 

 

 Christ Resurrected:  The  fundamental criterion, against which all others are to be tested, 

is Christ, as God's  final and definitive Word to mankind. St. Paul said that Christ who  

died  and rose again is  the "traditum" (the One handed on)  par  excellence (lCorll:23). 

Traditions must lead the believer to more fully  associate themselves with Him, to better 

celebrate the Eucharist and to proclaim with greater efficacy the Lord's Death and 

Resurrection. 

 

8.8 The  Holy  Spirit: Guarantor of Transmission 

 

Tradition begins with God,  but receives the collaboration of many human beings. Tradition's 

historical roots are found in  the prophets, Jesus and the Apostles, and is handed on by the entire 

Church - both her shepherds and her faithful. What provides the deep, inner unity of such 

diverse contributors is the Holy Spirit: "The Advocate, the Holy Spirit that the Father will  send 

in My name--He will  teach you everything and remind you of all that (I) told you." (Jn l4:26) 

 

The  role of the Holy  Spirit is to refresh and make what Christ said and did penetrate the hearts 

of the faithful. He makes communion within the Church achievable according to each vocation 

and position. He guarantees the correct and faithful transmission of  Revelation, helping the  

whole community of faithful in the profession of their faith and in exercising their Christian 

life. In  a singular manner, He  guides and assists the Magisterium to make the authentic and 

truthful interpretation of the revealed certainty. Because of the Holy  Spirit, the continuity of  

Tradition, the unchangeable faithfulness to Revelation and the perennial refreshing in the 

Church are possible. 

 

This presence of the Holy Spirit in the Revelation and handing on of the divine truth is the basis 

for the Church's apostolic authority and the decisive topic of our faith in  the Word which she  

passes on to us.  "To bring about an ever deeper understanding of Revelation, the same Holy  

Spirit constantly brings faith to completion by His  gifts." (DV 5) 
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This is about the faith of the Church in her entirety and every believer. It is about the correct 

"understanding" of divine Revelation which springs from faith also through the working of the 

Holy Spirit, and the development of faith through theological reflection. 

 

"For this fullness of truth, the Holy  Spirit leads and guarantees the handing on  of Revelation, 

preparing the Church and, in  the Church, each and every one  of us,  for the Lord's final 

coming." (John Paul II,  General Audience, 16 January, 1991) 

 

 

Supplementary Reading: 

 

Saint John Paul II (24 Apr 1985): General Audience. The  Transmission of Divine 

Revelation41 

 

"Where can we find  what God has revealed, so that we may adhere to it with our convinced 

and free faith? There is  a "sacred deposit,"  from which the Church draws and communicates 

its contents to us. 

 

As the Second Vatican Council says: "This sacred Tradition, therefore, and Sacred Scripture of 

both the Old  and New  Testaments are like  a mirror in which the pilgrim Church on earth looks  

at God, from whom she  has received everything, until she  is brought finally to see  him  as he  

is, face to face (cf. 1 John 3:2)" (Dei Verbum7). 

 

With these words the conciliar Constitution synthesizes the problem of the transmission of 

divine revelation, which is  important for the faith of every Christian. Our "credo" should 

prepare man on earth to see God face to face in eternity. In  every stage of history, the "credo" 

depends on  the faithful and inviolable transmission of divine self-revelation, which reached its 

apex and plenitude in Jesus Christ. 

 

Christ himself "commissioned the apostles to preach to all men that  Gospel which is the source 

of all saving truth and moral teaching" (Dei Verbum7). By oral preaching first of all, they 

carried out the mission entrusted to them. At the same time, some  of them "under the inspiration 

of the same Holy  Spirit committed the message of salvation to writing" (Dei Verbum 7). This 

was done also by some of those in the circle of the apostles (Mark and Luke). 

 

Thus the  transmission of  divine revelation  was carried  out  in   the first generation of 

Christians. "In order to keep the Gospel forever whole and alive within the Church, the apostles 

left bishops as their successors, 'handing over' to  them  'the  authority  to  teach  in   their  own   

place'"  (according to  the expression of St. Irenaeus, cf. Adv. Haer., III,  3, 1; Dei Verbum 7). 

 

                                                           
41 Available at Vatican.va website: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19850424en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19
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According to the  teaching of  the Council, Tradition and Sacred Scripture reciprocally support 

and complete  each other in  the transmission of divine revelation in the Church. By these means 

the new  generation of disciples and witnesses of Jesus Christ nourish their faith, because "what 

was handed on by the apostles includes everything which contributes toward the holiness of life 

and increase in faith of the people of God" (Dei Verbum 8). 

 

"This tradition which comes  from the Apostles develops in  the Church with  the  help  of  the  

Holy   Spirit.  For  there  is   a  growth in   the understanding of the realities and the words 

which have been handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made by 

believers, who  treasure these things in  their hearts (cf.  Lk  2:19,  51) through a penetrating 

understanding of the spiritual realities which they experience, and through the preaching of 

those who  have received through episcopal succession the sure gift of truth. For as the centuries 

succeed one  another, the Church constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth  

until the words of God  reach their complete fulfillment in her" (Dei Verbum 8). 

 

In  this thrust toward the plenitude of divine truth, the Church constantly draws on the one 

original "deposit," constituted by the apostolic Tradition and Sacred Scripture. "For both of 

them, flowing from the same divine wellspring, in  a certain way merge into a unity and tend 

toward the same end"  (Dei Verbum 9). 

 

1.Truly God's word 

 

In this regard it is fitting to clarify and emphasize, in the words of the Council, that  "it  is  not 

from Sacred Scripture  alone that  the  Church draws her certainty  about everything which has 

been revealed" (Dei  Verbum 9).  This Scripture "is the word of God inasmuch as it is consigned 

to writing under the inspiration of the divine Spirit, while sacred Tradition takes the word of 

God entrusted by Christ the Lord and the Holy  Spirit to the apostles, and hands it on to their 

successors in its full  purity, so that led by the light of the Spirit of truth,  they may in  

proclaiming it preserve this word of God  faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known" 

(Dei  Verbum 9). "Through the same tradition the Church's full  canon of the sacred books  is 

known, and the sacred writings themselves are more profoundly understood and unceasingly 

made active in her" (Dei Verbum 8). 

 

"Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture form one  sacred deposit of the word of God,  committed 

to the Church. Holding fast to this deposit the entire holy people united with their shepherds 

remain always steadfast in  the teaching of the  apostles" (Dei  Verbum 10).  Therefore both 

Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honored with equal feelings of devotion and 

reverence. 

 
3.   Authentic      interpretation 
 
The  problem arises here of the authentic  interpretation  of the word of God written  or  handed  

down    by   Tradition.  This  task  has  been  entrusted "exclusively to the living teaching office  
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of the Church, whose authority is exercised in  the name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office  

is  not above the word of God,  but serves it, teaching only  what has been handed on, listening 

to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining it faithfully in accord with a divine 

commission and with the help of the Holy  Spirit. It draws from this one  deposit of faith 

everything which it presents for belief  as divinely revealed" (Dei Verbum 10). 

 

Here then is  a further  characteristic of  faith. In  the Christian sense, "to believe" also means 

to accept the truth revealed by God as it is taught by the Church. But at the same time the 

Second Vatican Council stated that "The entire body  of the faithful, anointed as they are by the 

Holy  One,  cannot err in matters of belief. They  manifest this special property by means of the 

whole peoples' supernatural discernment in matters of faith when 'from the bishops down  to 

the last of the lay faithful' they show  universal agreement in matters of faith and morals. That 

discernment in  matters of faith is  aroused and sustained by  the Spirit of truth. It is  exercised 

under the guidance of the sacred teaching authority, in  faithful and respectful obedience to 

which the people of God  accepts that which is  not just the word of men but truly the word of 

God. Through it, the people of God adheres unwaveringly 'to the faith given once and for all to 

the saints,' (cf. Jude 3) penetrates it more deeply with right thinking, and applies it more fully  

in its life" (Lumen Gentium 12). 

 

3. Vivifying process 

 

Tradition, Sacred Scripture, the Magisterium of the Church and the supernatural sense of faith 

of the entire People of God  form that vivifying process in  which divine revelation is transmitted 

to succeeding generations. "Thus God,  who spoke of old, uninterruptedly converses with the 

bride of his beloved Son; and the Holy Spirit, through whom the living voice of the Gospel 

resounds in  the Church, and through her, in  the world, leads unto all truth those who believe 

and makes the word of Christ dwell abundantly in them (cf. Col. 3:16)" (Dei Verbum 8). 

 

To believe in the Christian sense means to be willing to be introduced and led by the Spirit to 

the plenitude of the truth in a conscious and voluntary way."
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SESSION EIGHT SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    Give  definitions for: 

 

a.  Revelation  

b.   Tradition 

c.   Sacred Scripture  

d.   Deposit of Faith 

 

2.    What is the relationship between Tradition and Scripture? 

 

3.    What are some of the forms in which Tradition is expressed? 

 

4.    Why does  Sacred Liturgy occupy  a central place amongst the monuments of 

Tradition? 

 

5.    Who   is   the  fundamental  criterion in   distinguishing the  apostolic Tradition? 

 

6.    Who guarantees the transmission of Revelation? 

 

7.    What does  the expression "supernatural sense  of faith" mean? 

 

8.    What does  it mean to believe in a Christian manner?
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SESSION NINE 

THE MAGISTERIUM IN THE HANDING ON OF REVELATION 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

9.1 The  Topic  in Context 

9.2 The  Relationship of the Magisterium to Tradition and Scripture 

9.3 The  Authoritative Teaching Office of the Church 

9.4 The  Organs of the Magisterium 

9.5 Dogmas of Faith 

9.6 The  Level  of Authority of Magisterial Teaching 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

Revelation is  not a cold,  immobile deposit defended by  the Church. It is instead a living 

and potential message, written for all time, and which, when read, explained and applied by  

the Magisterium of the Church, becomes a light and the standard of behavior for all people 

through all time. 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"When the Church through its supreme Magisterium proposes a doctrine "for belief   as  being  

divinely  revealed,"  and  as  the  teaching  of  Christ,  the definitions "must be adhered to 

with the obedience of faith." (CCC 891) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

9.1 The  Topic  in Context 

 

Tradition and Scripture are the channels for the handing on  of Revelation; the  Magisterium  

provides the  service within  the  Church's  hierarchical structure, and as Christ willed it, for 

the propagation and preservation of God's  Word. The  aim of the service provided by the 

Magisterium is  to hand on   Revelation  in   an  uninterrupted  and  faithful  chain,  adapting  

this transmission to the historical and cultural situations of every age. 

 

9.2 The  Relationship of the Magisterium to Tradition and Scripture 

 

"All the faithful share in understanding and handing on revealed truth. They have received 

the anointing of the Holy  Spirit, who  instructs them (cf. 1 Jn 2:20,27) and guides them into 

all truth. (cf. Jn 16:13), (CCC 91) But the task of authentically interpreting the word of God, 

whether written or handed on, has been entrusted  exclusively to the living teaching office  
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of the Church, whose authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ." (DV 10) "This 

teaching office is not above the word of God, but serves it, teaching only what has been 

handed on,  listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining it faithfully in 

accord with a divine commission and with the help of the Holy  Spirit, it draws from this one  

deposit of faith everything which it presents for belief  as divinely revealed." (DV 10) 

 

"It is clear therefore that, in the supremely wise  arrangement of God, sacred Tradition, 

Sacred Scripture  and  the  Magisterium of  the  Church are  so connected and associated that 

one  of them cannot stand without the others. Working together, each in its own way, under 

the action of the one Holy Spirit, they all contribute effectively to the salvation of souls." 

(CCC 95) 

 

The  relationship and mutual complementarity of the three realities does  not imply that each 

has the same importance. In fact, Scripture and Tradition are the channels for handing on 

Revelation while the Magisterium is subordinate in its role of explaining and interpreting. 

 

The  Magisterium, in  the strict  sense of the Word, is  the mandate given by Christ to the 

Pope  and the bishops as successors to the Apostles, to preach in His  name the Revelation 

with the charism of truth, be  this by  ordinary or extraordinary means. This mandate is a 

service to the Church, which receives special assistance from the Holy  Spirit. 

 

"Mindful of Christ's words to his  Apostles: "He who hears you, hears me", (Lk 10:16;  cf. 

Lumen Gentium 20), the faithful receive with docility the teachings and directives that their 

pastors give them in different forms." (CCC 87) 

 

On  the contrary, the fundamental doctrine of  Protestantism  admits free interpretation,  in   

which each person has  the  right  to interpret  Sacred Scripture according to his  or her own 

criteria. 

 

9.3 The  Authoritative Teaching Office of the Church 

 

The  transmission of Revelation is  accomplished through the whole Church, in  which all of 

her members participate in  Christ's prophetic ministry. But the mission of teaching and the 

promise of assistance from the Holy  Spirit in the fulfillment of this mission, was made to 

the Apostles and their successors (Mt 28:19-20) Thus, the whole Church shares in the Lord's 

teaching mission, but only the Church hierarchy receives this mandate as a special mission 

and is the official Magisterium of the Church (cf. CCC 84) 

 

Hence, only  the pastors, successors of Peter and of the Apostles,  have by divine institution, 

the charge of authentically teaching the faithful, meaning, with Christ's authority, an office 

which they carry out in various ways. Thus, the faithful cannot be  content with simply 
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listening to them as experts on Catholic doctrine, but rather have the obligation of receiving 

what is taught them, adhering to the authority which [the bishops] possess and with the firm 

intention of putting to practice (cf. CCC 862). 

 

Since Christ  instituted  in   Peter "the  perpetual  and  visible source and foundation of the 

unity both of the bishops and of the whole company of the faithful" (CCC  882)  of faith and 

communion, the Magisterium of the bishops is for the believers the sign  and the way which 

permits them to receive and recognize  God's   Word. While it  is  true that  the Magisterium 

takes into consideration their  flock's   contemplation, life  and quest, their  role is  not reduced 

to a validation of the consent granted by  the faithful. Instead, by interpreting   and  explaining  

God's    written  or  transmitted   word,  the Magisterium  can cultivate  such consent or even   

demand it. Finally, the People of God,  so as to not suffer from a deterioration in  the 

communion of the one  faith, within the one  Body  of their Lord, require the Magisterium's 

intervention and assistance, when from within their own  ranks, there arise divisions 

concerning what doctrine to believe or maintain. 

 

The  teaching office  is  understood as a mandate to transmit the Apostles' doctrine, the 

authority for which comes  from Christ's authority. The  doctrine of the Magisterium is  not 

therefore something new,   but rather something received and transmitted  (1Cor 11:2,  23;  

2Pe  2:21).  This doctrine is  handed on to all people by the messengers whom Christ has sent 

as witnesses with authority and power (Mk 16: 20) 

 

Therefore, the Episcopal college, or body of bishops, with the Pope  at its head, holds  the  

authority  and  the  missionary  responsibility to  transmit  the Apostles'   doctrine.   This  

service  is   sustained  through  the  permanent assistance of the Holy  Spirit, just as Christ 

promised (Mt 28:20;  Jn 14:26). 

 

9.4 The  Organs of the Magisterium 

 

The   Church's  Magisterium  makes  use   of  different  forms  of  expression depending on  

whether  its  teachings have an  ordinary character,  or are solemn, extraordinary acts. 

 

9.4.1  Ordinary Magisterium 

 

The  ordinary Magisterium constitutes the normal route for the instructional preaching of the 

Church and is  made public through the Pope's teaching directed at  the entire Church as well   

as the teaching of  the  bishops in communion with the Pope  when they propose in  their 

exercise as qualified witnesses to the faith and preach the word in  their particular  churches, 

translating the word into life.  Priests are the co-workers of the Bishops, but it is  only  the 

Bishops who  are "endowed with the authority  of Christ."  (cf. CCC 888). 
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The    ordinary   Magisterium   of   the   bishops  and  the   Pope's  ordinary Magisterium are 

distinct from the ordinary universal Magisterium, made up of the college   of bishops together 

with the Roman Pontiff, which together constitute one  of the infallible organs of the 

Magisterium. This Magisterium of  the Episcopal college   receives special assistance  from 

the  Holy   Spirit. Nevertheless,  no  single  bishop can  arrive  "at  an  infallible  definition" 

or pronounce in a "definitive manner" (CCC  892).  The  college  of bishops always 

necessarily includes its head: there is no infallible Magisterium without the Roman Pontiff. 

 

9.4.2  The Supreme Magisterium 

 

The   supreme  Magisterium  is  exercised  by  the body   of  bishops  gathered together under 

the authority of the Pope  in an Ecumenical Council to discuss doctrinal questions or matters  

concerning Christian  life.  The   infallibility promised to the Church is  present when the 

council exercises this supreme Magisterium or when the Pope  makes a pronouncement ex 

cathedra [ie  as supreme pastor and teacher of all the faithful - Translator's note], proposing 

a doctrine pertaining to faith or morals. (CCC 891) 

 

9.4.3  Subject of Infallibility 

 

"In  order to preserve the Church in the purity of the faith handed on by the Apostles, Christ 

who  is the Truth willed to confer on her a share in  his  own infallibility…Christ endowed 

the Church's shepherds  with the charism of infallibility in matters of faith and morals." (CCC 

888-889) 

 

In reference to the Magisterium, there is only one subject of infallibility in the Church: the 

college   of  bishops  (who   are  the  successors to the  Apostles) together with the Pope  

(Peter's successor) as the head. 

 

Infallibility is present in several ways: 

 

 In an Ecumenical Council, in communion with and under the authority of  the Pope, 

when the college   of  bishops solemnly and  definitively declares a doctrine of faith 

or morals which the faithful must adhere to "with the obedience of faith." (CCC 891) 

 

 Through the ordinary universal Magisterium 

 

 When the Pope  makes a pronouncement ex cathedra: the magisterial act of the 

Roman Pontiff who  as supreme pastor and teacher of all Christians,  and  wielding 

his   supreme  apostolic  authority,  defines definitively that  a  certain  doctrine 

pertaining  to  faith  or  morals proposes a doctrine "for belief   as being divinely 

revealed" and thus belonging to the deposit of faith. (CCC 891) 
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According to the First Vatican Council, infallibility means that what is taught or defined in  

a formal and definitively binding manner is  free from error. When the Magisterium makes 

such a pronouncement, the proposition is infallible and must be adhered to by the faithful. 

 

It should be  understood that  an infallible decision does  not exhaust any particular truth: on 

the contrary, it raises new  reflections and demands for explicitation, not to reform what has 

been defined, but to refresh and give  it a greater understanding, since a definition, although 

of itself perfectible in virtue of the historical and linguistic constraints involved in its 

formulation, puts forth the truth in a definitive manner. 

 

"The  infallibility of the Magisterium extends as far as the deposit of divine Revelation itself"  

(CCC  891).  This content is  contained in  Scripture  or is transmitted through Tradition. It 

is a service to Revelation. The  authority of the Church is entirely at the service of the word 

of God,  and has as its aim that  this word multiply and develop to the maximum in  the lives   

of the faithful.  The   Church's  infallibility  makes  no   sense at  all  unless it  is understood 

as an absolute and certain guarantee of faithfulness in preserving and transmitting the deposit 

of Christian Revelation (cf. CCC 889,  890). 

 

9.4.4 The Magisterium of the Pope 

 

The  Lord made Simon alone, whom he named Peter, the "rock" of his  Church. He   gave  

him   the keys   of  his   Church  (Mt  16:18-19) and  instituted  him shepherd (Jn 21:15-17). 

 

The  Pope, Bishop of Rome, "as the successor of Peter, is  the perpetual and visible principle 

and  foundation of  unity of  both the  bishops and of  the faithful." (LG 23) 

 

In  virtue of his  office,  that is  as Vicar of  Christ and pastor of the whole Church, the Roman 

Pontiff has full,  supreme and universal power over the Church. And  he is always free to 

exercise this power." (LG 22) 

 

When the Roman Pontiff exercises his authority and Magisterium as head of the Episcopal 

college  and of the Church, his  powers do not derive from this college, but from Christ 

Himself in virtue of his  own  ministry, at the service of the entre Church in order to confirm 

his  brothers in faith (cf. CCC 937). 

 

The  Pope  exercises his  Magisterium when he  speaks "ex cathedra":  besides this supreme 

limit, which is thus exceptional and infrequent, the Pope  also exercises an infallible ordinary 

Magisterium expressed in  encyclicals, constitutions and  apostolic  exhortations,  motus  

propios, and  allocutions, which  in   virtue  of  his   magisterial  authority  require  the  
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adherence  of believers, which does   not imply that  when the Roman Pontiff deals with a 

topic, all other queries into it should cease. 

 

9.4.5  Adherence to the Magisterium 

 

Since the Magisterium is a service rendered by the Church which enjoys the particular   

assistance  of  the  Holy   Spirit  in   order  to  faithfully  transmit Revelation, then its teachings 

must also be respectfully received by the entire Church. 

 

Adherence to the Magisterium not only  refers to the infallible propositions of the Church, 

which must be  accepted and believed as from divine Catholic faith, but must also extend to 

the authentic Magisterium of the Roman Pontiff even  when he does  not speak "ex cathedra". 

We are called to give the religious gift of our will  and understanding to the Pope. 

 

Likewise, when the bishops teach in communion with the Roman Pontiff, they are to be 

respected by all of the faithful as witnesses of the divine Catholic truth. 

 

This religious assent  of  will   and  understanding  refers to the  respectful adherence of  

obedience on  behalf of  all faithful Christians  towards their Pastors in  their dual authority 

of governing and teaching. This does  not bar the  doors to a legitimate  responsibility for 

dialogue and  the  freedom to continue research  into those points which have not been 

authoritatively established. The  Magisterium, in effect, should be listened to intimately even 

when their declarations do not arrive at "an infallible definition and without pronouncing in 

a "definitive manner,"" (CCC 892) 

 

Nevertheless, it  should be  borne in  mind that  there is  a degree in  the authoritative  weight 

of the magisterial affirmations, a degree that is  often referred to as "theological grade". 

 

The  believer, then, must accept the Church's teaching which proposes what is   to  be   

believed and  lived   in   her.  Reducing consent  to  only   infallible Magisterium would be 

reducing faith to a collection of doctrine. We know that the Magisterium has the charge of 

continuing to transmit all that is  useful and necessary for salvation, for which not only  does  

it have a doctrine, but also, and especially in the field  of morals, a living tradition which 

expresses the very life of the Church. This life of the Church cannot then be rejected, by 

arguing that it is not defined under the charism of infallibility. 

 

9.5 Dogmas of Faith 

 

"The Church's Magisterium exercises the authority it holds from Christ to the fullest extent 

when it defines dogmas, that is, when it proposes, in a form obliging the Christian  people to 
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an irrevocable adherence of faith, truths contained in  divine Revelation or also when it 

proposes, in  a definitive way, truths having a necessary connection with these. " (CCC 88) 

 

"The  mutual connections between dogmas, and their coherence, can be found in  the whole 

of the Revelation of the mystery of Christ. (cf.  Vatican l: DS 3016:  "nexus mysteriorum"; 

LG 25). In Catholic doctrine there exists an order or hierarchy of truths, since they vary in  

their relation to the foundation of the Christian faith." (CCC 90) 

 

In  a broad sense, dogma is a truth contained explicitly in  Sacred Scripture, Tradition and in 

the ordinary universal Magisterium. In the strict sense it is a truth revealed by God, and is 

proposed as such by the Church's Magisterium to the faithful who have the obligation to 

believe  it. When the Holy  Spirit acts thus in  the Church through the Roman Pontiff, she  

doesn't do so to make it more difficult for our understanding to get closer to God's  

understanding, but rather to mark a clear path which leads to faith in  a fundamental truth for 

Christian life, free from the danger of erring. 

 

9.6 The  Level  of Authority of Magisterial Teaching 

 

Catholics obey  the Magisterium because "of Christ's words to his  Apostles: "He who hears 

you, hears me", (Lk 10:16; cf. CCC 87). All of the Magisterium's teachings are important 

and worthy of being heeded with obedience. But just as  there  is   a  hierarchy  amongst the  

truths  which helps  us   to  better understand how  these are interconnected, the Pope  and 

the bishops do not exercise the same degree of authority in all of their teachings. 

 

9.6.1 Doctrines of faith 

 

The  Church teaches as truths  of faith all those truths  about which she  is certain that she  is 

free from error. A truth is one of faith when declared within the three first levels of the 

Magisterium: 

 

 First Level: An Infallible Definition Made by the Pope 

 

Although most of the infallible proclamations of the Pope's have been made in  collegiality 

(i.e.  in  consultation with the bishops), this is  not a requisite. The  Pope  can define dogma 

even  without the bishops. "And  therefore his definitions, of themselves, and not from the 

consent of the Church, are justly styled irreformable, since they are pronounced with the 

assistance of the Holy Spirit, promised to him  in blessed Peter, and therefore they need no 

approval of others, nor do they allow an appeal to any other judgment. For then the Roman 

Pontiff is not pronouncing judgment as a private person, but as the supreme teacher of the 

universal Church, in whom the charism of infallibility of the Church itself is individually 

present, he  is expounding or defending a doctrine of Catholic faith." (Lumen Gentium 25) 
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 Second Level: The  Teaching of the Episcopal Magisterium in  Communion with 

the Pope 

 

"The infallibility promised to the Church is also present in the body of bishops when, together 

with Peter's successor, they exercise the supreme Magisterium," above all in an Ecumenical 

Council…This infallibility extends as far as the deposit of divine Revelation itself." (CCC 

891) 

 

"Although the individual bishops do not enjoy  the prerogative of infallibility, they 

nevertheless proclaim Christ's doctrine infallibly whenever, even  though dispersed through 

the world, but still maintaining the bond  of communion among themselves  and  with  the  

successor of  Peter,  and  authentically teaching matters of faith and morals, they are in 

agreement on one  position as definitively to be held." (Lumen Gentium 25) 

 

 Third  Level:  When  the  Pope   in   his   ordinary  Magisterium  expressly 

exercises a definitive judgment in  matters of faith or morals when the topic was 

previously under debate. 

 

When the Pope  teaches, he is backed by Christ's promise, and for this reason, he is infallible, 

because God's  promise cannot fail. 

 

 Fourth Level: These are declarations which are not infallible, and which don't 

require  the  consent of  faith,  although  they do  require a religious submission 

of the will and understanding. 

 

"This religious submission of mind and will  must be shown in  a special way to the authentic 

Magisterium of the Roman Pontiff, even   when he  is  not speaking ex cathedra; that is, it 

must be shown in such a way that his supreme Magisterium is  acknowledged with reverence, 

the judgments made by  him are sincerely adhered to, according to his  manifest mind and 

will.  His  mind and will   in  the matter  may be  known either  from the  character  of  the 

documents, from his  frequent repetition of the same doctrine, or from his manner of 

speaking." (Lumen Gentium 25; CCC 752) 

 

Pronouncements made by  the Congregations of  the Roman Curia do  not profess to teach 

new  doctrine, but rather  to reinforce or synthesize doctrine of the Catholic faith previously 

defined or taught in earlier documents of the Church's Magisterium, indicating their correct 

interpretation in  the face of current doctrinal error and ambiguities. When they are approved 

by the Pope, they constitute an act of ordinary universal Magisterium because they are 

promulgated with the back-up of his  authority. 
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Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) From  the First Vatican Council: Pastor aeternus - Dogmatic Constitution on the 

Infallible Teaching Authority of the Roman Pontiff, chapter 442 

 

"l. That apostolic primacy which the Roman Pontiff possesses as successor of Peter, the 

prince of the Apostles, includes also the supreme power of teaching. This Holy See has 

always maintained this, the constant custom of the Church demonstrates it, and the 

ecumenical councils, particularly those in  which East and West met in the union of faith and 

charity, have declared it. 

 

2.  So  the fathers  of  the  fourth Council of  Constantinople,  following the footsteps of their 

predecessors, published this solemn profession of faith: The first condition of salvation is to 

maintain the rule of the true faith. And  since that saying of our lord Jesus Christ, "You are 

Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church", cannot fail of its effect, the words spoken 

are confirmed by their consequences. For in the Apostolic See  the Catholic religion has 

always been preserved unblemished, and sacred doctrine been held in honor. Since it is our 

earnest desire to be in no way separated from this faith and doctrine, we  hope  that we  may 

deserve to remain in  that one  communion which the Apostolic See preaches, for in it is the 

whole and true strength of the Christian religion. 

 

What is more, with the approval of the second Council of Lyons, the Greeks made  the  

following profession: "The   Holy   Roman  Church  possesses  the supreme and full  primacy 

and principality over the whole Catholic Church. She  truly and humbly acknowledges that  

she  received this from the Lord himself in blessed Peter, the prince and chief  of the Apostles, 

whose successor the Roman Pontiff is, together with the fullness of power. And since before 

all others she  has the duty of defending the truth of the faith, so if any questions arise 

concerning the faith, it is by her judgment that they must be settled." 

 

Then there is the definition of the Council of Florence: "The  Roman Pontiff is the true vicar 

of Christ, the head of the whole Church and the father  and teacher of all Christians; and to 

him  was committed in blessed Peter, by our lord Jesus Christ, the full  power of tending, 

ruling and governing the whole Church." 

 

3. To satisfy this pastoral office,  our predecessors strove unwearyingly that the saving 

teaching of Christ should be spread among all the peoples of the world; and with equal care 

they made sure that it should be kept pure and uncontaminated wherever it was received. 

 

                                                           
42 Available at EWTN website: http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/vl.htm 

 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/vl.htm
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4.  It was for this reason that  the bishops of the whole world, sometimes individually, 

sometimes gathered in synods, according to the long established custom of the Churches and 

the pattern of ancient usage referred to this Apostolic See those dangers especially which 

arose in matters concerning the faith. This was to ensure that  any damage suffered by  the 

faith should be repaired in that place above all where the faith can know no failing. 

 

5. The  Roman pontiffs, too,  as the circumstances of the time or the state of affairs   

suggested,   sometimes   by    summoning   ecumenical   councils  or consulting the  opinion 

of  the  Churches scattered throughout the  world, sometimes by special synods, sometimes 

by taking advantage of other useful means afforded by  divine providence, defined as 

doctrines to be  held those things which, by God's  help, they knew to be in keeping with 

Sacred Scripture and the apostolic traditions. 

 

6. For the Holy Spirit was promised to the successors of Peter not so that they might, by  his  

revelation, make known some  new  doctrine, but that, by  his assistance, they might 

religiously guard and faithfully expound the revelation or deposit of faith transmitted by the 

apostles. 

 

Indeed, their apostolic teaching was embraced by  all the venerable fathers and reverenced 

and followed by all the holy  orthodox doctors, for they knew very well that this See of St. 

Peter always remains unblemished by any error, in accordance with the divine promise of 

our Lord and Savior to the prince of his  disciples: I have prayed for you that your faith may 

not fail; and when you have turned again, strengthen your brethren. 

 

7. This gift of truth and never-failing faith was therefore divinely conferred on  Peter and his  

successors in  this See  so  that they might discharge their exalted office  for the salvation of 

all, and so that the whole flock  of Christ might be kept away by them from the poisonous 

food of error and be nourished with the sustenance of heavenly doctrine. Thus the tendency 

to schism is removed and the whole Church is  preserved in  unity, and, resting on  its 

foundation, can stand firm against the gates of hell. 

 

8. But since in this very age when the salutary effectiveness of the apostolic office is most 

especially needed, not a few  are to be found who  disparage its authority, we judge it 

absolutely necessary to affirm solemnly the prerogative which the only-begotten Son  of God  

was pleased to attach to the supreme pastoral office. 

 

9. Therefore, faithfully adhering to the tradition received from the beginning of the Christian 

faith, to the glory of God our savior, for the exaltation of the Catholic religion and  for the  

salvation  of  the  Christian  people, with the approval of the Sacred Council, we  teach and 

define as a divinely revealed dogma that when the Roman Pontiff speaks ex cathedra, that is, 

when, in the exercise of his  office as shepherd and teacher of all Christians, in virtue of his 
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supreme apostolic authority, he defines a doctrine concerning faith or morals to be  held by  

the  whole Church, he   possesses, by  the  divine assistance promised to him  in blessed 

Peter, that infallibility which the divine Redeemer willed his  Church to enjoy  in  defining 

doctrine concerning faith or morals. Therefore, such definitions of the Roman Pontiff are of 

themselves, and not by the consent of the Church, irreformable." 

 

2.) From  the Second Vatican Council: Dei Verbum - Dogmatic Constitution on 

Divine Revelation, number 10 

 

"10.  Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, 

committed to the Church. Holding fast to this deposit the entire holy   people united  with 

their  shepherds  remain  always steadfast  in  the teaching of the Apostles, in the common 

life, in the breaking of the bread and in  prayers (see  Acts  2,  42,  Greek text), so  that  

holding to, practicing and professing the heritage of the faith, it becomes on the part of the 

bishops and faithful a single common effort. 

 

But the task of authentically interpreting the word of God,  whether written or handed on,  

has been entrusted  exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church, whose authority 

is  exercised in  the name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office is not above the word of God, 

but serves it, teaching only what has been handed on,  listening to it devoutly, guarding it 

scrupulously and explaining it faithfully in accord with a divine commission and with the 

help of the Holy  Spirit, it draws from this one  deposit of faith everything which it presents 

for belief  as divinely revealed. 

 

It is clear, therefore, that sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the teaching authority of the 

Church, in accord with God's  most wise  design, are so linked and joined together that one  

cannot stand without the others, and that all together and each in  its own  way under the 

action of the one  Holy  Spirit contribute effectively to the salvation of souls." 

 

3.) From the Second Vatican Council: Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution on 

the Church, number 25.  

 

"25.  Among the  principal  duties  of  bishops the  preaching of  the Gospel occupies an 

eminent place. For bishops are preachers of the faith, who  lead new  disciples to Christ, and 

they are authentic teachers, that is,  teachers endowed with the authority of Christ, who 

preach to the people committed to them the faith they must believe and put into practice, and 

by the light of the Holy   Spirit illustrate  that  faith. They   bring  forth  from the  treasury   

of Revelation new  things and old,  making it bear fruit and vigilantly warding off any errors 

that threaten their flock. Bishops, teaching in communion with the Roman Pontiff, are to be  

respected by  all as witnesses to divine and Catholic truth. In matters of faith and morals, the 

bishops speak in the name of Christ and the faithful are to accept their teaching and adhere 
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to it with a religious assent. This religious submission of mind and will must be shown in a 

special way to the authentic magisterium of the Roman Pontiff, even  when he  is not 

speaking ex cathedra; that is, it must be shown in such a way that his  supreme magisterium 

is  acknowledged with reverence, the judgments made by  him  are sincerely adhered to, 

according to his  manifest mind and will.  His  mind and will in the matter may be known 

either from the character of the documents, from his  frequent repetition of the same doctrine, 

or from his  manner of speaking. 

 

Although the individual bishops do not enjoy  the prerogative of infallibility, they 

nevertheless proclaim Christ's doctrine infallibly whenever, even  though dispersed through 

the world, but still maintaining the bond  of communion among themselves  and  with  the  

successor of  Peter,  and  authentically teaching matters of faith and morals, they are in 

agreement on one  position as definitively to be held. This is even  more clearly verified 

when, gathered together in  an ecumenical council, they are teachers and judges of faith and 

morals for the universal Church, whose definitions must be adhered to with the submission 

of faith. 

 

And  this infallibility with which the Divine Redeemer willed His  Church to be  endowed in  

defining doctrine of faith and morals, extends as far as the deposit  of  Revelation  extends,  

which  must  be   religiously  guarded  and faithfully expounded. And  this is  the infallibility 

which the Roman Pontiff, the head of the college  of bishops, enjoys in virtue of his  office,  

when, as the supreme shepherd and teacher of all the faithful, who  confirms his  brethren in  

their faith, by a definitive act he  proclaims a doctrine of faith or morals. And  therefore his  

definitions, of themselves, and not from the consent of the Church, are justly styled 

irreformable, since they are pronounced with the assistance of the Holy Spirit, promised to 

him  in blessed Peter, and therefore they need no  approval of others, nor do  they allow an 

appeal to any other judgment. For then the Roman Pontiff is  not pronouncing judgment as a 

private person, but as the supreme teacher of the universal Church, in whom the charism of 

infallibility of the Church itself is individually present, he  is expounding or  defending  a  

doctrine  of  Catholic  faith.  The   infallibility promised to the Church resides also in the 

body  of Bishops, when that body exercises the supreme Magisterium with the successor of 

Peter. To  these definitions the assent of the Church can never be wanting, on account of the 

activity of  that  same Holy   Spirit, by  which the  whole flock  of  Christ is preserved and 

progresses in unity of faith. 

 

But when either the Roman Pontiff or the Body of Bishops together with him defines a 

judgment, they pronounce it in  accordance with Revelation itself, which all are obliged to 

abide by  and be  in  conformity with, that is,  the Revelation which as written  or orally 

handed down   is  transmitted in  its entirety through the legitimate succession of bishops and 

especially in care of the Roman Pontiff himself, and which under the guiding light of the 

Spirit of truth is  religiously preserved and faithfully expounded in  the Church. The Roman 
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Pontiff and the bishops, in  view  of their office and the importance of the matter, by  fitting 

means diligently strive to inquire properly into that revelation  and  to give   apt  expression 

to its  contents; but  a  new   public revelation they do not accept as pertaining to the divine 

deposit of faith." 
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SESSION NINE SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    Can Magisterium be placed above Revelation? 

 

2.    In what areas of Christian life is the Magisterium competent? 

 

3.    If the Pope is Peter's successor, of whom are the other bishops, considered 

individually, the successors? 

 

4.    What is the Magisterium? 

 

5.    Who exercises the supreme Magisterium? 

 

6.    How  is ordinary Magisterium made apparent? 

 

7.    Who partakes of the charism of infallibility? 

 

8.    According to the First Vatican Council, what does  infallibility consist of? 

 

9.    As  the  Vicar of  Christ, what authority does   the Pope   have in  the Church? 

 

10. According to the First Vatican Council, what is the Scriptural basis for the 

infallibility which the Church enjoys? 
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SESSION TEN: 

THE TRANSMISSION OF REVELATION THROUGH CATECHESIS 

 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

10.1 Introduction 

10.2 The  Revelation of God's  Loving Plan 

10.3 What is Catechesis? 

10.4 Catechesis Transmits Revelation with Deeds and Words 

10.5 Catechesis is Born of the Word of God 

10.6 Christ: the Centre of Catechesis 

10.7  Catechesis: Inculturation of Revelation 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

"From this loving knowledge of Christ springs the desire to proclaim him, to "evangelize", 

and to lead others to the "yes"  of faith in  Jesus Christ. But at the same time the need to better 

know this faith makes itself felt." (CCC 429) 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"Every catechist should be able to apply to himself the mysterious words of Jesus: 'My 

teaching is not Mine,  but His who sent Me."" (CCC 427; cf. Jn 7:16). 

 

To go deeper, read also CCC paragraphs 1-10 and 425-429. 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

10.1 Introduction 

 

God  has willed that the Revelation be  handed on  to all of mankind, to all generations and 

to last forever. This mandate is  carried out by the Church through Evangelization. 

 

10.2 The Revelation of God's  Loving Plan 

 

The  Second Vatican Council's Dei  Verbum Constitution has described the Revelation as 

the act by  which God  personally makes Himself manifest to mankind. God shows Himself, 

in fact, as the One  Who wishes to communicate Himself, making human beings participants 

in his  divine nature. This is how He carries out His  loving plan. 
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This loving plan of the Father's, fully  revealed in Jesus Christ, and which is carried out with 

the strength of the Holy  Spirit, carries with it: 

 

 God's  Revelation of his  "intimate truth",  as well  as the true vocation and dignity of 

the human person, since in an act of pure goodness, He has freely created mankind 

so  that each of us  might partake of His blessed life. 

 

 The  offer of salvation for all men, as a gift of God's  grace and mercy, which means 

the liberation from evil,  from sin  and from death. 

 

 The  definitive gathering together of all of the  scattered  children of God's  family, 

accomplishing fraternal unity amongst all people. 

 

So  that  this calling may resonate throughout the earth, Christ sent His chosen Apostles,  

giving them  the  mandate  to announce the  Gospel: "Go, therefore, and make disciples of 

all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son,  and of the Holy  Spirit,  

teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And  behold, I am with you always, 

until the end of the age." (Mt 28:19-20). Strengthened with this mission, the Apostles "went 

forth  and  preached  everywhere, while  the  Lord  worked with  them  and confirmed the 

word through accompanying signs." (Mk 16:20) 

 

This treasure received from the Apostles has been faithfully safeguarded by their successors, 

who,  with God's  help have embraced Christ's calling and have freely responded to it. They   

feel  impelled by  their love  of Christ to proclaim the Good  News throughout the World. 

Yet,  not only  they, but all faithful are called to transmit  the  Gospel from generation to 

generation, announcing the faith, living it in  fraternal communion, and celebrating it in the 

liturgy and in prayer (Acts 2:42). 

 

10.3 What is Catechesis? 

 

Catechesis is the process of educating in  the faith. It is  distinct from the kerygma which is 

the first joyous  announcement: catechesis is the systematic and complete formation in faith, 

adapted to an individual's level  of learning. 

 

A descriptive definition of catechesis: "It is a stage (or intensive period) of the evangelizing  

process  in   which Christians  are  given  the  basic  training permitting them to understand, 

celebrate and live the Gospel of the Kingdom, to which they have given their adherence and 

to be able to actively participate in  the making of  the ecclesial community and in  the 

announcement and spreading of  the Good  News. This Christian  formation, which is  at 

once integral and fundamental, has as its goal the confession of faith." (Reference not 

available.) 
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More  explicitly,  catechesis  is   an  education in   the  faith  which includes particularly  a  

teaching of  Christian  doctrine,  generally  imparted  in   a structured, systematic way with 

a view  to initiating the catechumen into the fullness of Christian life  and maturity in  the 

faith (cf. Catechesi tradendae 18)43. 

 

"The  Church, while ever containing in  herself the fullness of the means of salvation, always 

operates "by slow stages" in a gradual structured process, in progressive steps." (General 

Directory for Catechesis 47)44.  

 

10.3.1 First evangelization: 

 

The first evangelization was the Apostles' great assignment. We call the heart of the saving 

message which they preached "kerygma". 

 

It is the first presentation of the Gospel message and its purpose is to arouse conversion to 

Christ.  This task  is  most clearly carried out in  missionary territory. But it is  not exclusive 

to newcomers to Christ: there  are many baptized  people in  traditionally  Christian  

environments who   have never seriously considered following Christ or not. First  

evangelization is  also for the baptized who  need to make a conscious choice,  and for the 

first time, for Christ. 

 

Thus the  first  announcement is  directed at  both non-believers and  the baptized who  live  

in religious indifference. The  function of this initial proclamation is to announce the Good 

News and call people to conversion. 

 

10.3.2 Catechesis: 

 

Those who opt for the Gospel need to complete or restructure their initiation to the faith and 

Christian living through another ministry of the word. This activity is  precisely catechesis, 

the aim of which is  to go  deeper into the complete Gospel message until coming to maturity 

in the faith. 

 

"Catechesis,  "distinct   from  the  primary  proclamation  of   the  Gospel", promotes and 

matures initial conversion, educates the convert in  the faith and incorporates him  into the 

Christian community." (GDC  61) 

                                                           
43 John Paul II (16 Oct 1979): Apostolic Exhortation Catechesi Tradendae. Available at Vatican.va website:   

.http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/doc uments/hf_jp-ii_exh_16101979_catechesi-tradendae_en. 

 
44 Congregation for the Clergy (17 Apr 1998): General Directory for Catechesis. Available at Vatican.va website: 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_17041998_directory-for-

catechesis_en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/doc
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con
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This "comprehensive [initiatory] formation lays the framework for faith" but "includes more 

than instruction: it is an apprenticeship of the entire Christian life,  it is  a "complete  Christian 

initiation",  which promotes an  authentic following of Christ, focused on his  Person" (GDC  

67). 

 

Catechesis as basic essential formation, is a means of evangelization centered on the nucleus 

of Christian experience, on the most basic certainties of faith and on the fundamental values 

of the Gospel. Certainly is has its own  style, its time and places, its pedagogy and methods, 

but it is always to serve the transmission of the faith of the Church. 

 

10.3.3  Proclamation: 

 

Here we refer to that stage of the process of evangelization in which "pastoral activity 

directed toward the Christian faithful of mature faith in the bosom of the Christian 

community." (GDC  49) 

 

The  aim of the liturgical function of the ministry of the Word is to help the faithful participate 

intensely in the liturgical celebration and in each person's process of conversion. If the 

homily and moments of prayer serve to deepen faith, they are not of themselves catechesis, 

despite their dimension which contributes to an education in the faith. 

 

The varied teaching activities of the Church help us to see that catechesis and evangelization 

are not actually one and the same thing: catechesis is one part of evangelization and is a big  

help. However, evangelization is not simply a deepening of the Gospel message. 

 

Catechesis is essentially an ecclesial action. The true subject of catechesis is the Church, 

which, as she  carries her Teacher, Jesus Christ's mission, and animated by  the Spirit, has 

been sent forth to continue teaching the faith. Performed in union with the entire ecclesial 

community, the proclamation is not a personal matter, but is  united with the Church's 

missionary activity (RM  45)  and is  the result of the unanimous missionary effort of the 

entire people of God. 

 

Because of this, the Church, imitating the Lord's Mother, faithfully keeps the Gospel in her 

heart: she  proclaims, celebrates, lives, and transmits it through catechesis to all those who 

have opted to follow Jesus Christ. 

 

10.4 Catechesis Transmits Revelation with Deeds and Words 

 

God,  in His  immensity, in order to reveal Himself to the human person, uses a pedagogy, 

and makes use  of human events and words to communicate His divine intentions. 
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"Evangelization too which transmits Revelation to the world, is also brought about in words 

and deeds. It is at once testimony and proclamation, word and sacrament, teaching and task. 

Catechesis, for its part, transmits the words and deeds of Revelation; it is  obliged to proclaim 

and narrate  them and, at the same time, to make clear the profound mysteries they contain. 

Moreover, since Revelation is a source of light for the human person, catechesis not only 

recalls the marvels worked by God  in  the past, but also, in  the light of the same Revelation, 

it interprets the signs of the times and the present life  of man, since it is in these that the plan 

of God for the salvation of the world is realized." (GDC  39)45 

 

Thus, when catechesis assumes God's  project as its own  and proposes it to believers so that 

they take it up  as the fundamental criterion of their life,  it updates for every time and 

circumstance God's  sole and definitive Revelation. 

 

10.5 Catechesis is Born of the Word of God 

 

"The  source from which catechesis draws its message is the word of God: 

 

"Catechesis will always draw its content from the living source of the word of God  

transmitted in  Tradition and the Scriptures, for sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture make 

up a single sacred deposit of the word of God,  which is entrusted to the Church". 

 

This "deposit of faith" is like  the treasure of a householder; it is entrusted to the Church, the 

family of God, and she  continuously draws from it things new and old.  All  God's  children, 

animated by  his  Spirit, are nourished by this treasure of the word. They  know that the Word 

is  Jesus Christ, the Word made man and that his  voice continues to resound in the Church 

and in  the world through  the  Holy   Spirit.  The   word  of  God,   by  wondrous  divine 

"condescension" is  directed toward us  and reaches us  by  means of human "deeds and 

words", "just as the Word of the eternal Father, when he took on himself the flesh of human  

weakness, became like  men". And  so  without ceasing to be the word of God, it is expressed 

in human words. Although close to us,  it still remains veiled, in a "kenotic" state. Thus the 

Church, guided by the Holy  Spirit, has to interpret the word continually. She  contemplates 

the word with a profound spirit of faith, "listens to [it] devotedly, guards it with dedication 

and expounds it faithfully."  (GDC 94) 

 

"The source and the "sources" of the message of catechesis 

 

The  word of God,  contained in Sacred Tradition and in Sacred Scripture: 

 

                                                           
45 The General Directory for Catechesis (GDC) is available online at the Vatiocan.va website: 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_ccatheduc_doc_17041998_directory-for-

catechesis_en.html 
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- is mediated upon and understood more deeply by means of the sense of faith of  all the 

people of  God,  guided by  the Magisterium which teaches with authority; 

 

- is  celebrated in  the Sacred Liturgy, where it is  constantly proclaimed, heard, interiorized 

and explained; 

 

- shines forth in  the life  of the Church, in  her two-thousand-year history, especially in 

Christian witness and particularly in that of the saints; 

 

- is deepened by theological research which helps believers to advance in their vital 

understanding of the mysteries of faith; 

 

- is made manifest in genuine religious and moral values which, as "seeds of the word", are 

sown  in human society and diverse cultures." (GDC  95) 

 

"…Each of the subsidiary sources of catechesis has its own  proper language which has  been  

shaped  by  a  rich variety of  "documents  of  the  faith". Catechesis is a living tradition of 

such documents: biblical excerpts, liturgical texts, patristic writings, formulations of the 

Magisterium, creeds, testimonies of the saints and theological reflections. 

 

The  living source of the word of God and the "sources" deriving from it, and through which 

it is expressed, provide catechesis with those criteria for the transmission of its message to 

all who  have made their  decision to follow Jesus Christ." (GDC  96) 

 

10.6 Christ: the Centre of Catechesis 

 

"Jesus Christ not only  transmits the word of God;  He  is  the Word of God." (GDC  98) 

This is why  catechesis - all catechesis - is in reference to Him. 

 

What is taught in  catechesis is Christ, the incarnate Word and Son  of God, and all else  

refers to Him; the only  Teacher is Christ, and all others teach as His spokesperson, permitting 

Christ to teach through their mouth. 

 

"As a result, what must characterize the message transmitted by catechesis is, above all, 

Christocentricity, which is to be understood in several senses: 

 

 Christ-centred:  This  means  that   the  nucleus  of   catechesis   is essentially one  

person, Jesus of Nazareth, the Father's Only  Son,  full of grace and truth. In  reality, 

the fundamental task of catechesis is to show   Christ:  all else   refers  to Him. The   

aim is  to propitiate  our following Jesus Christ, our communion with Him: every 

element of the message tends towards Him. 
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 Historical: This means that  Christ is  at the center of the salvation history which 

catechism presents.  He  is,  indeed, the ultimate event towards which all of the history 

of salvation converges. He,  "having come  in  the fullness of time" (Gal 4:49)  is the 

key,  the center and the end  of all human history. The  catechetical message helps 

Christians to find  their places in  history and to actively insert themselves in  it, by 

showing Christ to be the ultimate meaning of this history. 

 

 Supernatural: The  meaning of this is that the Gospel message does  not come  from 

man but instead from the Word of God. The  Church, and in her name, every catechist, 

can truly state: "My teaching is not My own but is  from the One  who  sent Me."  (Jn 

7:16)  Thus, what catechesis transmits   is    Jesus   Christ's   teaching,   the   truth    

which   He communicates, or  more  exactly,  the  truth   that   He    is.   Christ- 

centeredness obliges catechesis to transmit  what Jesus teaches about God,  man, 

happiness, the moral life,  death… with no latitude for any alterations to His  thought." 

(GDC  98) 

 

"The  Gospels, which narrate  the life of Jesus, are central to the catechetical message. They  

are themselves endowed with a "catechetical structure". (316) They   express  the  teaching  

which  was  proposed to  the  first  Christian communities, and which also transmits the life 

of Jesus, his  message and his saving actions. In catechesis, "the four Gospels occupy  a 

central place because Christ Jesus is their centre"." (GDC  98) 

 

"…The  Christocentricity of catechesis, in order of its internal dynamic, leads to confession 

of faith in God, Father, Son and Holy  Spirit. 

 

It is  essentially a trinitarian  Christocentricity. Christians, at Baptism, are configured to 

Christ, "One  of the Trinity", and constituted "sons  in the Son", in communion with the 

Father and the Holy  Spirit. Their faith is, therefore, radically Trinitarian. "The  mystery of 

the Most Holy  Trinity is  the central mystery of Christian faith and life"."(GDC 99) 

 

"The  trinitarian  Christocentricity of the Gospel message leads catechesis to attend amongst 

others, to the following points. 

 

- The   internal structure  of  catechesis:  every mode   of  presentation must always be  

Christocentric-trinitarian: "Through Christ  to the Father  in  the Holy  Spirit". "If catechesis 

lacks these three elements or neglects their close relationship, the Christian message can 

certainly lose its proper character". 

 

- Following the pedagogy of Jesus in Revelation of the Father, of himself as the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit, catechesis shows the most intimate life of God, starting with his salvific 
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works for the good of humanity. The  works of God reveal who  he is and the mystery of his  

inner Being throws light on all of his works. It is analogous with human relationships: people 

reveal themselves by their actions and, the more deeply we know them, the better we 

understand what they do. 

 

- The  presentation of the innermost being of God,  revealed by  Jesus, the mystery of being 

one  in  essence and three in  Person, has vital implications for the lives  of human beings. 

To confess belief  in one God means, that "man should not submit his personal freedom in 

an absolute manner to any earthly power". It also implies that humanity, made in the image 

and likeness of God who is a "communion of persons", is called to be a fraternal society, 

comprised of sons  and daughters of the same Father, and equal in personal dignity. The 

human and social implications of the Christian concept of God are immense. The Church, in 

professing her faith in the Trinity and by proclaiming it to the world, understands herself as 

"a people gathered together in the unity of the Father, Son  and Holy  Spirit"." (GDC  100; 

cf. CCC 425-429) 

 

10.7  Catechesis: Inculturation of Revelation 

 

"The  Word of God became man, a concrete man, in space and time and rooted in  a specific 

culture: "Christ  by  his  incarnation  committed himself to the particular  social and cultural  

circumstances of  the  men among whom he lived". This is the original "inculturation" of the 

word of God and is the model of all evangelization by the Church, "called to bring the power 

of the Gospel into the very heart of culture and cultures". 

 

'Inculturation' of the faith, whereby in a wonderful exchange are comprised, "all  the  riches  

of  the  nations  which have  been  given to  Christ  as  an inheritance", it is a profound and 

global process and a slow  journey. It is not simply an external adaptation designed to make 

the Christian message more attractive   or  superficially   decorative.  On   the  contrary,  it  

means  the penetration of the deepest strata of persons and peoples by the Gospel which 

touches them deeply, "going  to the very centre and roots" of their cultures. 

 

In   this  work of  inculturation,  however, the  Christian  community must discern, on  the 

one  hand, which riches to "take" up  as compatible with the faith; on  the other, it must seek 

to "purify" and "transform" those criteria, modes of thought and lifestyles which are contrary 

to the Kingdom of God. Such discernment is governed by two basic principles: 

"compatibility with the Gospel and communion with the universal Church". All of the people 

of God must be  involved in  this process which "...needs to take place gradually, in such a 

way that  it really is  an expression of  the community's Christian experience"."(GDC 109) 

 

"In  this inculturation of  the faith, there are different concrete tasks  for catechesis. Amongst 

these mention must be made of: 
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- looking to the ecclesial community as the principal factor of inculturation: an expression 

and efficient  instrument of this task is  represented by  the catechist who,  with a profound 

religious sense, also possesses a living social conscience and is well  rooted in his  cultural 

environment;
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- drawing up  local catechisms which respond to the demands of different cultures and which 

present the Gospel in relation to the hopes, questions and problems which these cultures 

present; 

 

- making the Catechumenate and catechetical institutes  into "canters  of inculturation", 

incorporating, with discernment, the language, symbols, and values of the cultures in  which 

the catechumens and those to be catechized live; 

 

- presenting the Christian message in such a way as to prepare those who are to proclaim the 

Gospel to be  capable "of giving reasons for their hope"  (1 Pt 3:15)  in cultures often pagan 

or post-Christian: effective apologetics to assist the faith-culture dialogue is indispensable 

today." (GDC  110) 

 

Suggested Readings: 

 

1.) A. Amato: Jesus  Living in  Mary: Handbook of  the Spirituality  of  St. Louis Grignion 

de  Montfort - Inculturation" 

Available free-of-charge at the EWTN online website at: 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/montfort/Handbook/Incult.htm 

I. Inculturation: "The Law of All Evangelization" (GS 44) 

For the Second Vatican Council, the history of evangelization has been and continues to be 

a process of cultural adaptation, of "communion with various cultural modes," "a living 

exchange . . . between the Church and the diverse cultures of people" (GS 58, 44). The 

council noted that the Church profits from the treasures buried within the diversity of human 

culture and that "from the beginning of her history, [the Church] has learned to express the 

message of Christ with the help of the ideas and terminology of various peoples, and has 

tried to clarify it with the wisdom of philosophers, too. Her purpose has been to adapt the 

gospel to the grasp of all as well as to the needs of the learned, insofar as such was 

appropriate. Indeed, this accommodated preaching of the revealed Word ought to remain the 

law of all evangelization [‘lex omnis evangelizationis’]. For thus each nation develops the 

ability to express Christ’s message in its own way. At the same time, a living exchange is 

fostered between the Church and the diverse cultures of people" (GS 44). John Paul II’s 

encyclical Redemptoris missio (December 7, 1990) emphasizes the necessity of inculturation 

of the faith as a serious and urgent ecclesial duty, especially today. 

 

II. THE HISTORY OF CATECHESIS AS THE HISTORY OF GLOBAL 

INCULTURATION 

We intentionally speak of the history of catechesis rather than the history of theology as such 

because we take the word "catechesis" to include the multi-faceted evangelizing activity of 

the Church. 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/montfort/Handbook/Incult.htm
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1. The cultural dialogue in the patristic era and the Middle Ages 

Like the complex prepaschal catechesis of Jesus (which was not simply the spoken word but 

also included action, attitude, gesture, silence, witness, suffering: "the total experience"), the 

postpaschal catechesis about Jesus by the Apostles and the Christian community was highly 

articulated. It included preaching but also liturgical/sacramental and Eucharistic experience, 

expressed in everyday life. Communication of the faith was thus made complete through 

kerygma (the Word), leitourgia (the Sacraments, especially Baptism and the Eucharist), 

diakonia (service), koinonia-ekklesia (ecclesial communion), martyria (giving witness even 

through martyrdom). 

In the patristic era, for example, there was a very lively cultural dialogue with Stoicism and 

contemporary philosophical middle-Platonism. Non-Christian religions, which were rapidly 

multiplying in the Roman Empire at that time, also participated. 

Following the Greco-Roman example, even the grandiose conversions of the Germanic and 

Slavic peoples were modest attempts to inculturate the faith (with the adoption of practices, 

customs, language, legal behavior, religious expressions). Thus, the learned medieval 

summae can be considered not just innovative in methodology, but attempts to promote 

dialogue between Christianity, Islam, and Judaism (cf., for example, the Summa contra 

Gentiles of St. Thomas Aquinas). The great schisms themselves, in the East (1054) and in 

the West (in the sixteenth century) can be viewed as the affirmations of different "cultural" 

conceptions and traditions of Christian experience by particular communities, eastern or 

western. 

2. The sixteenth-century evangelization of the American Indian 

More than anything else, missionary activity has been a proven source of evangelical 

inculturation. The evangelization of the American Indian in the sixteenth century, for 

example, represents an exemplary parable of the process of inculturating the Gospel. The 

missionaries rejected the models of Germanic and Slavic evangelization and hoped to imitate 

the style of true Apostles: to refrain from using weapons, to respect the laws of the peoples, 

to defend the rights of the native inhabitants, to study and adapt to their psychology, to 

become familiar with their religious beliefs. 

However, the Spanish colonizers were violent and dishonest: a painful thorn of counter-

witness. Nonetheless, the fact remains that evangelization triumphed over immense 

problems. 

3. Inculturation in the Far East 

Another significant example of inculturation of the faith in this period was the work of 

missionaries in the Far East, such as the Jesuits Robert de Nobili in India, Francis Xavier and 

Alessandro Valignano in Japan, and Michele Ruggieri and Matteo Ricci in China. Matteo 

Ricci made himself into "a Chinese man among the Chinese." He became fluent in the 

language and gave himself the Chinese name Li Madou. He assumed the clothing of a 

Confucian man of letters; he wrote books in Chinese and lived in Peking from 1601 until his 

death in 1610. His interpretation of certain Confucian rites was impressive, albeit completely 

misunderstood (for example, in Benedict XIV’s apostolic constitution Ex quo singulari in 
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1742). These rites were, in his view, not so much expressions of religion, as of filial respect 

and piety between those who govern and their subjects, between father and son or husband 

and wife, between elder and younger brother, among friends, between the living and the 

dead. 

 

III. Inculturation and the Missionary Work of Montfort 

Basing ourselves on certain criteria of inculturation, we will endeavour to evaluate 

Montfort’s personality and achievement in the context of the ecclesiastical culture of his 

time. 

1. Christological criterion 

This is the first criterion of inculturation. Preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ as a radical 

cure for human "nature" (fallen because of sin) and human culture by means of grace is an 

inculturation: "The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus 

Christ" (Jn 1:17). The inculturation process is actually a genuine incarnation of Christ and of 

his Gospel within a particular culture: "And the Word became flesh and lived among us" (Jn 

1:14). Following the example of Christ, who judged and condemned the negative values of 

his time, the Gospel, too, continually evaluates the limitations and errors of the culture in 

which it exists. The reception given to the Gospel, the recognition of a culture’s riches, and, 

at the same time, the purification or refusal of negative values enable a culture to rise and 

grow in a Christian way. The incarnation of the Gospel in a culture signifies the "conversion" 

of that culture to the Gospel and also the profound purification of that culture. 

This was the existential experience of Montfort, who incarnated in his life and in his 

preaching the folly of the Cross (cf. 1 Cor 1:23). Confronted with the French culture of his 

time, licentious, irreligious, and profoundly ignorant of the poor in particular, Montfort 

became the herald of the Gospel by imitating Christ in his life and by preaching Christ’s 

word in his parish missions. His vocation was to be a missionary of Jesus Christ, by example 

and preaching, by establishing religious communities of men and women. 

His missionary work was especially addressed to the poor, the suffering, the humble, the 

marginalized, the sick. Montfort lived in poverty among the poor. He understood their 

language and their culture, so much so that they called him "he who so loves the poor."8 

According to R. Mandrou, a specialist in popular culture, "Grignion de Montfort is 

undoubtedly one of the rare clerics of the early eighteenth-century French Church who 

grasped the necessity of revitalizing Gospel instruction for the sake of the poor, who 

constituted the majority of the French people." 

In this way, he made a clear, motivated choice, preferring to devote himself not to the high 

theological culture of his time (academic, sterile, and often indifferent to the dramas of 

history), but to preaching and serving the people. Even in this choice, he preferred to model 

himself not after the models of the great orators of his day but on the popular preachers who 

evangelized the sordid peripheries of the large cities and the neglected countryside. 
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2. Ecclesiological criterion 

Like Jesus, the Church lives in one time and place, in a particular society, in a specific culture. 

And, again like Jesus, the Church proclaims conversion to the Gospel to particular cultures 

(Mk 1:15). As the "body of Christ" (LG 7) and "sacrament of intimate union with God" (LG 

1)—but also as a "community" and an "institution"—the universal and particular Church is 

thus, in history, the setting, agent, and guarantor for a true culmination of the inculturation 

process. 

It is in the concrete reality of the life of the Church that inculturation is purified, carried out, 

and realized. For this reason, the historical Church is the setting for experiencing 

inculturation; it is the agency of inculturation; it governs the criteria for assessing the validity 

and legitimacy of inculturation. The postpaschal Christian community was the first to use 

inculturation as an ecclesial experience of both welcome to and purification of the "Hebraic 

religious culture." Both worship (where "the breaking of bread" replaced the ceremonies of 

temple and synagogue) and behavior saw the effects of this purification; circumcision was 

no longer imposed on converted pagans for this very reason (Acts 15:28-29): "For in Christ 

Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only thing that counts 

is faith working through love" (Gal 5:6). The fundamental principle, however, remained the 

acceptance of authentic cultural values. Paul, for example, states: "Finally, beloved, whatever 

is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, 

whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, 

think about these things" (Phil 4:8). 

Distinguishing between faith and culture, between values and counter- values, is not always 

easy. Finding solutions is often arduous. But when they are adopted, they are to express the 

faith of the Church. That is why inculturation can be defined as an ecclesial method of 

incarnating and vitally re-expressing the Gospel, using a culture’s own values, and purifying 

or denying those cultural realities that are opposed to the Gospel. Inculturation is a marvelous 

and mysterious exchange of gifts: "In one direction, the Gospel reveals to each culture the 

supreme truth of the values that the culture embodies and allows the culture to unleash that 

truth; in the other, each culture expresses the Gospel in an original way and reveals new 

aspects of it." 

Montfort’s life and evangelical work fit perfectly into the framework of the Church of his 

time, and they are also in perfect obedience to the Pope, the bishops, and his other superiors. 

His constant and extraordinarily heroic obedience to his masters at Saint-Sulpice, even when 

they apparently did not agree with his choices, is significant. His pilgrimage to Rome and his 

official investiture by Pope Clement XI on June 6, 1706, when he was named "Missionary 

Apostolic," are the expression of a great ecclesial sensibility which enhanced the orthodox 

inculturation of his apostolate. 

3. Anthropological criterion 

According to this third criterion of inculturation, true evangelization becomes a grace-filled 

process of salvation of the human being, respecting the integrity of his nature and his culture. 

Conversion to Christ does not imply rejection of social or religious cultural values. On the 
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contrary, conversion animates and fulfills these values in its gift of grace. Because each 

person is the object and the bearer of the Gospel, both as an individual and as a member of 

human and ecclesial society, inculturation reveals itself through the promotion and 

illumination of humanity and through the complete liberation of humanity from the negative 

realms of sin, death, injustice, meaninglessness, violence, poverty. 

In this context, the work of Montfort was exemplary. He was a popular catechist. His 

language was simple, devoid of rhetorical flourishes, direct and clear. 

One of his innovative means of evangelization was the use of hymns. His songs in the 

vernacular have no pretensions to being masterworks of pure poetry, but they are nonetheless 

lively, moving compositions, simple and yet full of evangelical wisdom. Montfort himself 

realized that not all his verses were beautiful. But he knew that they were good and that they 

preached the wonders of God (H 2, 39). His collection of religious hymns was a way of 

making faith live and flourish in the hearts, in the spirits, and on the lips of the simple and 

the humble; restoring smiles and joy to people who were often sad and desperate. More than 

the artifice of style, the hymns contain the salt and light of Divine Wisdom. Montfort, an 

implacable ascetic and penitent, reveals himself in his hymns to be a joyful promoter of 

happiness and evangelical peace. 

Montfort’s vivid language, punctuated with comparisons and proverbs, was borrowed from 

the people. He speaks of the devil as a "counterfeiter" (TD 90) and of the Christian without 

courage as a "wet hen" and a "dead dog." With the wisdom of the countryside, he reminds 

us that "we must not believe that all that glitters is gold" (TD 82). His pen sometimes 

produces charming parables, like that of the peasant who offers to the king, by way of the 

queen’s hands, a sorry, wormy apple (cf. TD 47). The missionary saint is not afraid to adopt 

key words of popular culture, such as "secret" and "contract," to express the vital and 

fundamental issues of Christianity, (for example, perfect devotion to the Virgin or the 

covenant with God). 

We must acknowledge Montfort’s Christian genius in "his capacity for synthesis, adapting 

popular values and promoting a highly demanding and indeed truly spiritual evangelical 

program. . . . Montfort demands personal awareness and renewal of baptismal promises, the 

passage from Christianity by proxy to a mature choice of Christ through Mary (TD 126), the 

total Consecration of oneself for time and for eternity." 

Inculturation guides the life of God’s people, by directing it toward concrete forms of social 

action and witness, characterized by justice, brotherhood, equality, participation, and 

communion. In this context, investigation into the practical and liberating aspect of the 

Christian message is of profound concern. The goal of Montfort’s popular mission was not 

simply the practice of the Christian life but also the education of children and of the poor. As 

Grandet reports: "Grignion de Montfort’s principal preoccupation in the course of his 

missionary work was to establish Christian schools for boys and girls." 

That was why the Daughters of Wisdom were given the task of assuming responsibility for 

the charity schools "to instruct and promote their [the students’] spiritual welfare, a task 

performed out of pure charity" (RW 281). In RW, Montfort gives a meticulous description 



 
 

 

129 

of the rule to be adopted in these schools, to ensure adequate time (about three hours per day) 

and progressive training both for beginners and for more advanced students (RW 281-292). 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

In his apostolic exhortation Catechesi tradendae, John Paul II describes the concept of 

inculturation this way: "The term ‘acculturation’ or ‘inculturation’ may be a neologism, but 

expresses very well one of the components of the great mystery of the Incarnation. We can 

say of catechism, as of evangelization in general, that it carries the strength of the Gospel to 

the heart of culture and cultures. For this reason, catechism will attempt to know these 

cultures and their essential components; it will learn their most significant expressions; it 

will respect their values and riches. In this way, catechism will be able to impart to these 

cultures the knowledge of the hidden mystery and to help them energize their own living 

tradition of giving original expression to Christian life, celebration, and thought" (no. 53). 

Montfort aids us in this undertaking of evangelical inculturation by his own saintliness as 

well as by his application of Christological, ecclesiological, and anthropological criteria to 

his own missionary work. He teaches us how to listen to "the cries of the poor" (H 18) and 

to incarnate the entire Gospel, including the Cross, in the popular culture. 

To be true followers of Montfort we must present an undiluted Christianity. Authentic 

Montfort spirituality is Christianity in all its liberating and sanctifying fullness. It is a 

spirituality where the message and the medium are one. It is a spirituality communicated in 

understandable language and clear example. 

 

2.) Anthony Kanu Ikechukwu (17 Sep 2012): Inculturation and the Christian Faith 

in Africa. In International Journal of Humanities and Social Science. Vol. 2 No. 

17.  

Available online at the IJHSS website at: 

http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_2_No_17_September_2012/25.pdf 

  

Abstract: Inculturation is a rare dictionary word that gained popularity after the Second 

Vatican Council. It is the incarnation of the Christian message in particular cultural context, 

in such a way that this experience not only finds expression through elements proper to the 

culture in question, but becomes a principle that animates, directs and unifies the Church and 

remaking it so as to bring a new creation. In this paper, the researchers argue that 

evangelization in post-missionary Africa, to be intensive and not just extensive, must imbibe 

the principles of inculturation. It further argues that inculturation provides the fertile ground 

for incorporating the culture of particular peoples into the life of the Church. This disconnects 

evangelization with the missionary concept of evangelization as a one-way traffic and 

connects to a process that is interactive and complementary. It is through inculturation that 

the church would reappraise her evangelizing mission so as to maintain and exceed the 

present successes and redefine its orientations and goals. 
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SESSION TEN SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    What is  the  name given to the  initial  proclamation of  the Gospel message? 

 

2.    To whom is the initial proclamation directed? 

 

3.    What is the final aim of catechesis? 

 

4.    What is the objective of preaching? 

 

5.    Is catechesis the same thing as evangelization? 

 

6.    Where does  catechesis draw its contents from? 

 

7.    What should be the internal structure of catechesis in any modality? 

 

8.    What is inculturation? 

 

9.    What discernment on the part of the Christian community is necessary as the work of 

inculturation is taken up? 

 

10. What basic principles should inculturation follow?
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SESSION ELEVEN: 

USING THE CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

11.1 Introduction 

11.2 Aim of the Catechism 

11.3 Sources of the Catechism 

11.4 Characteristics of the Catechism 

11.5 Structure of the Catechism 

11.6 Criteria Used in the Drafting of the Catechism 

11.7 Doctrinal Value of the Catechism 

11.8 Intended Readership 

11.9 Practical Directions for Use of the Catechism 

11.10 Conclusion 

 

Deepen your Faith: 

 

"Whoever teaches must become  "all things to all men"  (1 Cor 9:22),  to win everyone 

to Christ. . . . Those  who are called to the ministry of preaching must suit their words to 

the maturity and understanding of their hearers, as they hand on the teaching of the 

mysteries of faith and the rules of moral conduct." (Roman Catechism, Preface II; cf. I 

Cor 9:22; I Pt 2:2, in CCC 24) 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"Above all - Charity:… The  whole concern of doctrine and its teaching must be directed 

to the love that never ends." (CCC 25) 

 

To go deeper, read the Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraphs 11-25 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

11.1 Introduction: 

 

The  Church, hearing the Lord's mandate, in  the Second Vatican Council, again takes up 

the task of better explaining the precious deposit of Christian doctrine with the aim of 

making it more accessible to people today, showing her  strength  and  topicality. Pope   

John  Paul  II   officially published  the Catechism of   the  Catholic  Church,  presenting 

it with the Apostolic Constitution Fidei Depositum on October 11, 1992. 

 

This Catechism "is  the result of very extensive collaboration"  and "over six years of  

intense  work." (cf.  Fidei Depositum). Of  all of  the texts of  the Magisterium, it is the 

one which has the broadest range of participants from the Church. The  participation of 
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so many voices  is a true "symphony" of faith, reflecting the  collegial nature  of  the  

episcopate. In   the  catechism, the universal voice  of the Church speaks to us  in  all its 

fullness "as the voice  of many waters", witnessing to her Catholicity. 

 

11.2 Aim of the Catechism: 

 

 To  present "an  organic synthesis  of  the essential and fundamental contents of 

Catholic doctrine, as regards both faith and morals, in the light of  the Second 

Vatican Council and the whole of  the Church's Tradition." (CCC 11) 

 

 To guarantee the inner unity of faith, to capture and transmit it as a whole. 

 

 To make the Christian mystery better known through evangelization. 

 

 To encourage and facilitate the writing of local catechisms which take into 

account the diverse situations and cultures. 

 

 To promote the authentic  spiritual and moral renovation of mankind by helping 

people to better know their faith, live it deeply and transmit it with greater 

conviction. 

 

 It does  not strive to transmit the private opinion of its authors  or of certain  

groups,  but  instead  the  ecclesial faith  received from the Apostles, with the 

greatest possible exactitude and care. 

 

11.3 Sources of the Catechism: 

 

"Its principal sources are the Sacred Scriptures, the Fathers of the Church, the liturgy, 

and the Church's Magisterium. It is intended to serve "as a point of reference for the 

catechisms or compendia that are composed in the various countries"." (CCC 11) 

 

The  Catechism draws upon the spiritual legacy of the Church Fathers and saints, and 

especially the teachings of the  Second Vatican Council which make  manifest  the  

doctrinal  clarifications  which  the  Holy   Spirit  has suggested to the Church during 

these twenty centuries and which constitute the spiritual inheritance and patrimony - the 

new  and the old (Mt 13:52). 

 

11.4 Characteristics of the Catechism: 

 

 Presents a harmonious, faithful and organic synthesis of the essential and 

fundamental contents of Catholic doctrine, of universal value as regards faith and 

morals (CCC 11). 
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 Helps to illumine with the light of the faith the new concrete situations and 

problems which in the past had not yet emerged. 

 

 Favours a coherent, systematic education in the faith of Christians. 

 

 Does not transmit the personal opinion of the authors or of specific groups, but 

rather the faith of Holy Mother Church with the greatest exactitude and precision. 

 

 Is not a reduction to uniformity, but rather a simple defence of the elements of 

unity, declaring what is common to all. 

 

11.5 Structure of the Catechism 

 

The  Catechism's external construction expresses with language suitable to the demands 

of today's world, the perennial truth of the Christian mystery, in  a traditional  four-part 

order in  which each section relates to the others, and none can be read as a single unit in 

disregard of the others. 

 

Part One: The Profession of  Baptismal Faith (the Symbol) "expounds Revelation, by  

which God  addresses and gives   himself to man," and  the profession of "faith by which 

man responds to God." (CCC 14) 

 

Part Two:  The Sacraments  of   Faith "explains  how   God's   salvation, accomplished 

once  for all through Christ Jesus and the Holy  Spirit, is made present in the sacred 

actions of the Church's liturgy" (CCC 15). 

 

Part Three: The Life of Faith (the Commandments) "deals with the final end  of man 

created in the image of God: beatitude, and the ways of reaching it - through right conduct 

freely chosen, with the help of God's  law and grace, and through conduct that fulfills the 

twofold commandment of charity" (CCC 16). 

 

Part Four: Prayer in the Life of Faith (the Our Father) "deals with the meaning and 

importance of prayer in the life of believers. It concludes with a brief commentary on … 

the Lord's Prayer, for indeed we find  in  these the sum of all the good things which we 

must hope  for, and which our heavenly Father wants to grant us."  (CCC 17) 

 

11.6 Criteria Used in the Drafting of the Catechism 

 

11.6.1  Oriented according to the principle of the hierarchy of truths

 

All  truths are diversely connected  to the foundations of Christian faith (Unitatis 

redintegratio 11) The  hierarchy of truths doesn't mean that we can limit ourselves to a 

few central points of faith and disregard the rest, nor does it imply that there some  truths 

are certain and others are less  so. 
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This is an organic principle of structuring that must not be confused with degrees of 

certainty. 

 

This means that the various truths of faith are grouped around a central point and are 

grouped in  relation to each other. Again, this is not to say that less  central truths are less  

true. 

 

11.6.2  Unity of the ecclesial tradition in space and time 

 

The dogmatic and  doctrinal  use of   sacred  tradition  and  Sacred Scripture prevails, for 

there exists a close  connection and communication between them: they both flow  from 

the same divine wellspring and are nourished from the same source. (cf. DV 9). 

 

11.6.3  Realism in presenting the contents 

 

The  Catechism presents doctrine clearly and at the same time helps to more fully   live  

and bear witness to faith with greater conviction. The statements make up the doctrinal 

entirety which we call the deposit of the faith and confess it as something real. 

 

11.7 Doctrinal Value of the Catechism 

 

The promulgation of the Catechism was made by virtue of the Pope's ordinary 

Magisterium (the Church's supreme authority), through an Apostolic Constitution, one 

of the most solemn forms of the papal Magisterium. 

 

11.7.1 Doctrinal value 

 

Its  doctrinal value resides in  that it is  backed  by  the  Pope's Apostolic Authority as a: 

 

 Valid and  authorized  instrument  at  the  service of  the  ecclesial community. 

 

 Sure norm for teaching the faith: the Christian message revealed by 

 God in Christ and entrusted to the Church. 

 

 Means for deepening the  knowledge of  the  unfathomable  riches  of salvation 

(Eph 3:8). 

 

 Service offered by the Successor of Peter to Support and confirm the faith  of  all  

the  Lord's  disciples  (cf.   Lk   22:32;   quoted  in   Fidei Depositum).

 

 Support for reinforcing the bonds of unity in  the same apostolic faith and as a 

reference point for ecumenical efforts showing carefully the content and 

wondrous harmony of the Catholic faith. 
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 As an offering to every individual who asks us to give an account of the hope  that 

is  in  us  (cf.  1  Pt 3:15)  and who  wants to know what the Catholic Church 

believes. 

 

11.7.2 Some  important observations 

 

 The  Catechism is not some  sort of super dogma: every doctrinal point proposed 

in the document comes  already with the authority it already possesses. 

 

 Not all of the pages have the same value or importance, but the entire work 

supports  the  faith  of  the  Church. There are  revealed facts, essential  events 

which are  the  Word of  God,   and there are other affirmations which the Church 

teaches. 

 

 The  Catechism as a whole is what is important: it reflects the teaching of the 

Church. Rejecting it in  its entirety means to separate oneself unequivocally from 

the Church's faith and teaching. 

 

 It presents the inter-related Christian truths and in  its presentation distinguishes 

between contents that are fundamental, essential and permanent from those which 

are secondary, cultural and accessory in accordance with the hierarchy of values, 

with Christ at the center. 

 

 It  presents  what  the  Church  believes, and  does   not  enter  into discussion or 

put forth opinions. It  peacefully puts  forth what the Church recognizes as an 

expression of God's  revelation. 

 

 It incorporates the acquisitions of the Second Vatican Council, in  its method by 

directing attention to the questions raised by today's world. Its topicality does  not 

consist in  its saying what the world wants to hear, but in its fidelity to what Christ 

wants. 

 

11.7.3  How  is  the Catechism to be  accepted?   

 

With the obedience of the sole faith anchor of salvation. "Whoever listens to you listens 

to Me" (Lk 10:16). 

 

It is not a summary of theological opinions, although it does not seal specific questions 

which are as yet open to theological discussion and reflection. 

 

 The  Catechism does  not reproduce any proven opinion. Its answers are 

formulated by drawing upon the vast communitarian experience of the Church 

from all times.
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 In  the midst of a plurality of theological  interpretations  it transmits the one faith, 

received from the Apostles. 

 

11.8 Intended Readership 

 

Those who bear the main responsibility for catechesis: 

 

 The  bishops as pastors of the Church, as an instrument in  their task of teaching 

the people of God; 

 

 Catechism writers;  

 

 Priests and catechists;  

 

 Faithful Christians 

 

11.9 Practical Directions for Use of the Catechism 

 

"This catechism is conceived as an organic presentation of the Catholic faith in its 

entirety. It should be seen therefore as a unified whole. Numerous cross-references in the 

margin of the text (numbers found at the end of a sentence referring to other paragraphs 

that deal with the same theme), as well  as the analytical index at the end  of the volume, 

allow the reader to view each theme in its relationship with the entirety of the faith. 

 

The  texts of Sacred Scripture  are often not quoted word for word but are merely 

indicated by  a reference (cf.). For a deeper understanding of such passages, the reader 

should refer to the Scriptural texts themselves. Such Biblical references are a valuable 

working-tool in catechesis. 

 

The   use   of  small print in  certain  passages indicates observations of  an historical or 

apologetic nature, or supplementary doctrinal explanations. 

 

The quotations, also in small print, from patristic, liturgical, magisterial or 

hagiographical sources, are intended to enrich the doctrinal presentations. These texts 

have often been chosen with a view  to direct catechetical use. 

 

At the end  of each thematic unit, a series of brief texts in small italics sums up  the 

essentials of that  unit's teaching in  condensed formula. These IN BRIEF summaries 

may suggest to local catechists brief summary formula that could be memorized." (CCC 

18-22) 

 

The  Catechism contains 2865  paragraphs, each marked by a number in bold print. In  

the margin, the red numbers refer to texts which are related to the topic covered in the 

bold-numbered paragraph. 
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We will  be referring to the numbers marked in bold print at the beginning of each 

paragraph.

 

To  find   specific information, there  are  three  indexes at  the  end  of  the Catechism. 

 

TEXT INDEX: which refers to Biblical quotes, documents from councils and synods 

and ecclesiastical writers 

 

ANALYTICAL INDEX: which refers to specific topics and definitions 

 

GENERAL   INDEX:   which   provides   the   meaning   of   acronyms   or, abbreviations 

for the books of the Bible, the prologue, chapters, etc. 

 

11.10 Conclusion  

 

This instrument - which permits  all  Christians  to communicate with  one another and 

with God by means of the universal language of faith - was not written with the exclusive 

intention of knowing its contents, but rather, so that each of us  might bring its contents 

to life. 

 

Faith must not be taken for granted, but proposed: it is urgent that salvation be taken to 

each and every person. It is a fact that many people do not know of faith, nor do they 

have faith.

 

Supplementary Readings: 

 

John Paul II (11 Oct 1992): Apostolic Constitution Fidei Depositum on the 

Publication of the Catechism of the Catholic Church46 

 

"To my  Venerable Brothers the cardinals, Patriarchs, Archbishops, Bishops, Priests, 

Deacons, and to all the People  of God. 

 

GUARDING THE DEPOSIT OF  FAITH IS  THE MISSION WHICH THE LORD  

ENTRUSTED TO HIS  CHURCH, and which she  fulfills in every age. The  Second 

Vatican Ecumenical Council, which was opened 30 years ago by my predecessor Pope  

John XXIII,  of happy memory, had as its intention and purpose to highlight the Church's 

apostolic  and pastoral  mission, and by making the truth of the Gospel shine forth to lead 

all people to seek and receive Christ's love which surpasses all knowledge (cf. Eph 3:19). 

 

The  principal task entrusted to the Council by Pope  John XXIII  was to guard and present 

better the precious deposit of Christian doctrine in order to make it more accessible to 

                                                           
46 The full text (i.e. with footnotes) is available online at the Vatican.va website at: 

w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_jp-ii_apc_19921011_fidei-

depositum.html 
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the Christian faithful and to all people of good will.  For this reason the Council was not 

first of all to condemn the errors of the time, but above all to strive calmly to show  the 

strength and beauty of the doctrine of  the  faith.  "Illumined by  the light of  this  Council", 

the  Pope   said, "the Church. . . will become greater in spiritual riches and gaining the 

strength of new  energies therefrom, she  will  look to the future without fear. . . Our duty 

is  to dedicate ourselves with an earnest will  and without fear to that work which our era 

demands of us,  thus pursuing the path which the Church has followed for 20 centuries." 

 

With the help of God,  the Council Fathers in four years of work were able to produce a 

considerable number of doctrinal statements and pastoral norms which were presented to 

the whole Church. There the Pastors and Christian faithful find  directives for that  

"renewal of thought, action, practices and moral virtue, of joy and hope, which was the 

very purpose of the Council". 

 

After its conclusion, the Council did  not cease to inspire the Church's life.  In 1985   I  

was able to assert,  "For me,  then -  who  had  the  special grace of participating in  it and 

actively collaborating in  its development - Vatican II has always been, and especially 

during these years of my  Pontificate, the constant reference point of my  every pastoral 

action, in  the conscious commitment to implement its directives concretely and faithfully 

at the level of each Church and the whole Church." 

 

In  this spirit, on 25 January 1985,  I convoked an extraordinary  assembly of the Synod 

of Bishops for the 20th anniversary of the close of the Council. The purpose of this 

assembly was to celebrate the graces and spiritual fruits  of Vatican  II,   to study its  

teaching in  greater  depth in  order that  all the Christian faithful might better adhere to 

it, and to promote knowledge and application of it.

 

On  that  occasion the Synod Fathers  stated: "Very many have expressed the desire that 

a catechism or compendium of all Catholic doctrine regarding both faith and morals be 

composed, that it might be, as it were, a point of reference for the catechisms or 

compendiums that are prepared in various regions. The presentation of doctrine must be  

biblical and liturgical. It must be  sound doctrine suited to the present life  of Christians." 

After the Synod ended, I made this desire my own,  considering it as "fully  responding 

to a real need of the universal Church and of the particular Churches". 

 

For this reason we thank the Lord whole-heartedly on this day when we can offer the 

entire  Church this  "reference text"  entitled the Catechism of the Catholic Church, for a 

catechesis renewed at the living sources of the faith! 

 

Following the renewal of the Liturgy and the new  codification of the canon law of the 

Latin Church and that of the Oriental Catholic Churches, this catechism will  make a very 

important contribution to that work of renewing the whole life  of the Church, as desired 

and begun by  the Second Vatican Council. 
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1. The Process and Spirit of Drafting the Text 

 

The   Catechism  of  the  Catholic Church  is   the  result  of  very  extensive collaboration; 

it was prepared over six years of intense work done  in a spirit of complete openness and 

fervent zeal. 

 

In  1986,  I entrusted  a commission of twelve Cardinals and Bishops, chaired by  Cardinal 

Joseph Ratzinger, with the task  of  preparing a draft  of  the catechism requested by the 

Synod Fathers. An editorial committee of seven diocesan Bishops, experts in theology 

and catechesis, assisted the commission in its work. 

 

The   commission, charged with giving directives and  with overseeing the course of the 

work, attentively  followed all the stages in  editing the nine subsequent   drafts.   The    

editorial   committee,  for  its   part,   assumed responsibility for writing the text, making 

the emendations requested by the commission and  examining  the  observations  of   

numerous  theologians, exegetes and catechists, and above all, of the Bishops of the 

whole world, in order to produce a  better  text.  In   the  committee various opinions were 

compared with great profit, and thus a richer text has resulted whose unity and coherence 

are assured. 

 

The   project was the  object  of  extensive  consultation  among all  Catholic Bishops, 

their Episcopal Conferences or Synods, and theological and catechetical institutes. As a 

whole, it received a broadly favorable acceptance on the part of the Episcopate. It can be 

said that this Catechism is the result of  the collaboration of the whole Episcopate of the 

Catholic Church, who generously accepted my  invitation to share responsibility for an 

enterprise which directly concerns the life  of the Church. This response elicits in  me  a 

deep feeling of joy,  because the harmony of so many voices  truly expresses what could  

be  called the "symphony" of the faith. The  achievement of this Catechism thus reflects 

the collegial nature of the Episcopate; it testifies to the Church's catholicity. 

 

2. Arrangement of the Material 

 

A  catechism should faithfully and  systematically  present  the  teaching  of Sacred 

Scripture,  the  living Tradition  in  the Church and the authentic Magisterium, as well  as 

the spiritual heritage of the Fathers, Doctors  and saints of the Church, to allow for a 

better knowledge of the Christian mystery and for enlivening the faith of the People of 

God.  It should take into account the  doctrinal statements  which down   the  centuries 

the Holy   Spirit has intimated to his  Church. It should also help to illumine with the 

light of faith the new  situations and problems which had not yet emerged in the past. 

 

This catechism will  thus contain both the new  and the old  (cf.  Mt 13:52), because the 

faith is always the same yet the source of ever new  light. 
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To respond to this twofold demand, the Catechism of the Catholic Church on the one  

hand repeats the "old",  traditional  order already  followed by  the Catechism of St. Pius 

V, arranging the material in four parts: the Creed, the Sacred Liturgy, with pride of place 

given to the sacraments, the Christian way of life,  explained beginning with the Ten  

Commandments, and finally, Christian prayer. At the same time, however, the contents 

are often presented in a "new"  way in order to respond to the questions of our age. 

 

The  four parts are related one to another: the Christian mystery is the object of faith (first 

part); it is  celebrated and communicated in  liturgical actions (second part); it is  present 

to enlighten and sustain the children of God  in their  actions (third part); it  is  the  basis  

for our prayer,  the  privileged expression of which is  the Our Father, and it represents 

the object of our supplication, our praise and our intercession (fourth part). 

 

The  Liturgy itself is prayer; the confession of faith finds its proper place in the  

celebration of  worship. Grace,  the  fruit  of  the  sacraments,  is   the irreplaceable  

condition  for Christian  living, just  as  participation  in   the Church's Liturgy requires 

faith. If faith is not expressed in works, it is dead (cf.  Jas 2:14-16) and  cannot  bear  fruit  

unto eternal  life.  In  reading the Catechism of the Catholic Church we can perceive the 

wonderful unity of the mystery of God,  his  saving will,  as well  as the central place of 

Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son  of God,  sent by the Father, made man in  the womb  

of the Blessed Virgin Mary by  the power of the Holy  Spirit, to be  our Savior. Having 

died  and risen, Christ is always present in  his  Church, especially in the sacraments; he  

is the source of our faith, the model of Christian conduct and the Teacher of our prayer.

 

3. The Doctrinal Value of the Text 

 

The  Catechism of the Catholic Church, which I approved 25 June last and the publication 

of which I today order by virtue of my  Apostolic Authority, is  a statement  of  the  

Church's faith  and  of  catholic doctrine, attested  to or illumined by  Sacred Scripture, 

the Apostolic  Tradition and the Church's Magisterium. I declare it to be a sure norm for 

teaching the faith and thus a valid and legitimate instrument  for ecclesial communion. 

May it serve the renewal to which the Holy Spirit ceaselessly calls the Church of God, 

the Body of Christ, on her pilgrimage to the undiminished light of the Kingdom! 

 

The   approval and  publication of  the  Catechism of  the  Catholic  Church represent a 

service which the Successor of Peter wishes to offer to the Holy Catholic Church, to all 

the particular Churches in peace and communion with the Apostolic See:  the service, 

that is, of supporting and confirming the faith of all the Lord Jesus' disciples (cf. Lk  22:32  

as well  as of strengthening the bonds of unity in  the same apostolic faith. Therefore, I 

ask all the Church's Pastors and the Christian faithful to receive this catechism in  a spirit  

of communion and to use  it assiduously in fulfilling their mission of proclaiming the 

faith and calling people to the Gospel life. This catechism is given to them that it may be  

a sure and authentic  reference text  for teaching catholic doctrine and particularly for 

preparing local catechisms. It is also offered to all the faithful who wish to deepen their  
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knowledge of the unfathomable riches of salvation (cf. Eph 3:8). It is meant to support 

ecumenical efforts that are moved by the holy desire for the unity of all Christians, 

showing carefully the content and wondrous harmony of the catholic faith. The  

Catechism of the Catholic Church, lastly, is offered to every individual who  asks us  to 

give  an account of the hope  that is in us  (cf. 1 Pt 3:15)  and who  wants to know what 

the Catholic Church believes. 

 

This catechism is not intended to replace the local catechisms duly  approved by  the  

ecclesiastical authorities,  the diocesan Bishops and the Episcopal Conferences, 

especially if they have been approved by the Apostolic See.  It is meant to encourage and 

assist in the writing of new  local catechisms, which take into account various situations 

and cultures, while carefully preserving the unity of faith and fidelity to catholic doctrine. 

 

At the conclusion of this document presenting the Catechism of the Catholic Church, I 

beseech the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of the Incarnate  Word and Mother of the 

Church, to support with her powerful intercession the catechetical work of the entire 

Church on every level,  at this time when she is called to a new  effort of evangelization. 

May the light of the true faith free humanity from the ignorance and slavery of sin  in 

order to lead it to the only freedom worthy of the name (cf. Jn 8:32):  that of life  in  Jesus 

Christ under the guidance of the Holy  Spirit, here below  and in the Kingdom of heaven, 

in the fullness of the blessed vision of God face to face (cf. I Cor 13:12;  2 Cor 5:6-8)!
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SESSION ELEVEN SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    Has the Catechism changed the contents of faith and morals? 

 

2.    What is the Catechism? 

 

3.    What moved the Bishops to request of the Pope  a catechism that would serve the 

entire Church? 

 

4.    What are the sources of the Catechism? 

 

5.    How  is the Catechism organized? 

 

6.    Who is the intended readership of the Catechism? 

 

7.    What is the doctrinal value of the current Catechism?
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SESSION TWELVE: 

FAITH AS A RESPONSE 

Lesson Outline: 

 

12.1 Introduction 

12.2 The  Nature of Faith 

12.3 Faith as a Response to the Revelation 

12.4 The  Demands of Christian Faith 

12.5 The  Way of Faith 

12.6 Better Knowing Our Faith 

12.7 Preserving the Faith 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

For a Christian, believing in  God  cannot be separated  from believing in  the One  he  

sent, his  "beloved Son",  in  whom the Father is  "well  pleased"…The Lord himself said 

to his disciples: "Believe in God, believe also in me." We can believe in Jesus Christ 

because he is himself God, the Word made flesh" (CCC 

151) 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"It is right and just to entrust oneself wholly to God and to believe absolutely what he 

says. It would be futile and false to place such faith in  a creature." (CCC 150) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

12.1 Introduction 

 

The  CCC  (# 150)  specifies that "faith  is  first of all a personal adherence of man to 

God,  and inseparably, it is a free assent to the whole truth that God has revealed". This 

underlies the subjective dimension of faith, meaning the living of the faith with which 

we believe, as well  as the objective dimension, or the faith that we believe. 

 

This session deals with the subjective dimension, meaning the theological virtue of faith, 

and in the next session we will discuss the objective dimension which deals with that 

faith which we  believe, in  other words, the doctrinal contents. 

 

12.2 The  Nature of Faith 

 

The  First Vatican Council defines faith as "a supernatural virtue, by means of which, 

with the grace of God inspiring and assisting us, we believe  to be true what He has 

revealed, not because we perceive its intrinsic truth by the natural light of reason, but 
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because of the authority of God  Himself, who  makes the revelation and can neither 

deceive  nor be deceived."47  

 

The  Catechism defines faith as: 

 

 "a personal adherence of man to God,  and inseparably, it is a free assent to the 

whole truth that God has revealed." (CCC 150) 

 

 "Faith is the theological virtue by which we believe in God and believe all that 

He has said and revealed to us,  and that Holy Church proposes for our belief, 

because He is truth itself." (CCC 1814) 

 

Faith is a gift, a grace granted to each of us by God. 

 

12.3 Faith as a Response to the Revelation 

 

"By his  Revelation, "the invisible God, from the fullness of his  love, addresses men as 

his  friends, and moves among them, in  order to invite and receive them into his  own  

company." The  adequate response to this invitation is faith." (CCC 142) 

 

"By faith, man completely submits his  intellect and his  will  to God.  With his whole 

being man gives  his  assent to God the revealer. Sacred Scripture calls this  human  

response to God,  the author  of  Revelation, "the  obedience  of faith"." (CCC 143) 

 

The  Letter to the Hebrews gives  abundant testimony of the exemplary the faith of Israel's 

ancestors who trusted God completely (cf. CCC 145) 

 

Faith is man's response to God who  reveals Himself through actions, words and 

promises. To speak of believing, we use  an expression based on the root word which 

means "to be  sure of, to count on" (Ex  14:31,  Num 14:11). This implies  counting  on  

God,   on  His   word, showing a  personal  relationship between man and God, our 

attitude of trust and surrender in Him. 

 

In   the  Septuagint  [the  Koine Greek  translation  of  the  Hebrew Bible   - Translator's  

note] version of the Bible, the Word is  "pisteou" [meaning  "to trust" - Translator's note]; 

this translates to Latin as "credere Deo", believing in God.  The  faith of the Old  

Testament is a belief  IN God,  trusting his  word. Faith  includes an  inseparable form of  

trust, of  obedient  acceptance  and knowing: it is also about saying AMEN to God's  

promises, words and deeds. It also encompasses believing God and believing by God.  

We believe Go, and He is also the reason for our faith. 

 

The  New  Testament also presents the personal dimension of faith: 

                                                           
47 Dogmatic Constitution on  the Catholic Faith,  Session  3:   24   April  1870    at  http://www.mb- soft.com/believe/txs/firstvc.htm 
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 Synoptic gospels: Faith is centered on the resurrected Christ (cf. Lk 9:20; Mt 

16:16);  but it is also the disposition which He requests of those who  see  His  

signs and miracles or await healing (cf.  Mk  2:1-12;  Lk 8:41- 56). 

 

 In the Pauline letters:  the faith of the first communities arises from the 

proclamation of  the resurrection of  Jesus constituted as Lord. "Christ has risen": 

that is the faith, and that is why  I believe what He said.  Paschal  faith  is   

understood as  the  total  acceptance  of  the salvation offered by Christ. 

 

 Faith is  somewhere between two poles: the salvific fact of Christ's Cross and 

Resurrection, and man's justification thanks to the gift of faith. Pisteuein ("to  

trust")  is  related to Christ and to the central contents  (cf.   Rom   10:1-10).  The    

act  of   faith  is   obedience  and acceptance; but it is also one of trust. (cf. Rom 

4:1-22):  "I know  Him in whom I have believed and am confident" (cf. 2 Tim  

1:12) 

 

 Acts of the Apostles: Faith is also related to Christ's salvific act, and designates 

the object of the message. Obedience also comes  into play. 

 

 Saint John:  Faith is adherence to Christ. John underlines the cognitive, 

confessional aspect of faith, taken as communion. Christ is not only  the object, 

but rather the very foundation of faith. 

 

12.4 The  Demands of Christian Faith 

 

Both the  Old   and  New   Testaments  speak  of  faith  as  man's  complete adherence to 

God's  salvific word, with four dimensions: 

 

 The  confession, acceptance and public profession of the Christian good news as 

God's  salvific word. 

 

 The  understanding of the salvific truth: this is not only  an intellectual perception 

of some  truths, but a vital openness to the mystery (which is summarized in 

Christ, in His  death and Resurrection). 

 

 Obedience (cf. Rom 16:26):  life conversion and submission to the divine 

economy of salvation: this is  a free submission to the word of God because its 

truth is guaranteed by God, Truth Himself. Abraham is the model of this 

obedience proposed by Scripture, and the Virgin Mary is the perfect embodiment. 

(cf. CCC 148) 

 

 Trust: Faith is  a gift through which man trusts  God.  This is  about experiencing 

Christ's  sustenance  and support: recognizing and experiencing God's  love in  
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our lives. Abraham fulfills the definition of faith in  Hebrews 11:1:  "Faith is the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen"" (CCC 146) 

 

12.5 The  Way of Faith 

 

In his  Gospel, St. John describes the steps to come to faith: 

 

 First one must come into contact with the signs (cf. Jn 9:1-7). The signs are what 

make us  stop and think and look  a bit further. It could  be something grand, or 

something as simple as a flower. 

 

 The  human person discovers that there is  Someone superior, beyond the  signs,  

something we   cannot  grasp.  "He   is   a  prophet" means something that can't 

be explained and so we call prophet. (cf. Jn 9:17) 

 

 Humans love that superiority despite not being able to reach Him (cf. Jn 9:23,  25,  

27,  30).  The  man who  had been blind answers those who would accuse Jesus, 

"I don't know"  (Jn  9:25),  but the once-blind man comes  to His  defense. He  

wants to find  out more about Him (Jn 9:36). He is attracted by what he senses is 

beyond, but does  not know. 

 

 God  grants  man the strength  necessary to be  able to adhere  more firmly to that 

unreachable superiority. That superior strength is faith: a gift of self  from God  

which helps man to draw closer to what by his own nature, he could  never arrive 

at (Jn 9:37).  God reveals that which is hidden to man. 

 

 Man accepts and trusts, thanks to God's  help (Jn 9:38).  The  blind man knows. 

He even  bows  down  before Jesus, an inconceivable display in a Jew who would 

certainly not worship a human being. 

 

Faith then is the supernatural strength of God to help our will  accept what our 

intelligence cannot clearly see.   Our natural  will does not have the strength   to  decide  

to  accept  what   cannot   be    clearly  seen   through understanding. In  fact, the object 

of  faith (God)  is  so  disproportionate to human nature that only  through the divine 

assistance of  faith can man perform an act so beyond his  human capabilities, as is the 

total surrender of self into the hands of a God whom he cannot see. 

 

Having to believe despite our doubts does not imply blind belief. Such fideism was 

condemned by the First Vatican Council (1869-1870). Everything we can do  to better  

know our faith  draws us  closer to the  signs, which are  the foundation for our faith. 
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12.6 Better Knowing Our Faith 

 

 Our resistance to faith is often born of ignorance. We know little and not very 

well.  When our knowledge of God's  Revelation is clearer and coherent, believing 

becomes more logical. 

 

 Believing involves not  becoming preoccupied with  explanations  for everything. 

Instead it means seeking, trusting and finding support in God  to make the leap of 

faith. Believing is  recognizing that we  can't understand all things, but being 

willing to admit certain things which are before us even  though they are 

inexplicable (cf. CCC 157).  Faith is believing mysteries, not absurdities (cf. CCC 

159). 

 

 Having faith does  not eliminate all doubt. As Jacques Leon  has said: "Having 

faith is  believing despite the doubts". It is  common for both faith and doubt to 

co-exist within us,  because faith is precisely that act of faith which accepts as 

admissible that which intelligence perceives as doubtful. It is something else  

altogether to put one's faith in danger by reading thing which increase our doubts. 

(cf. CCC 158). 

 

 Faith, then, is  the supernatural strength which God  gives  us  to help our will  

accept that which our intelligence cannot clearly understand. 

 

 It is important to note that our natural  willpower would not have the strength to 

decide of its own accord to accept that which is beyond the limited capabilities of 

our understanding. God is so immensely disproportionate to our human mind that 

only  with the divine help of faith can our will permit our intelligence to surrender 

and trust in God, whom we cannot see  (CCC 156). 

 

 The  assent of faith is  not born of evidence of the intrinsic truth  of things, because 

these things which deal with God  are far beyond our limited human capacity for 

understanding; instead we believe "because of the authority of God  himself who  

reveals them, who  can neither deceive nor be deceived". (cf. CCC 156) Our faith 

is essentially related to God's  testimony of Himself, the reason for our certainty. 

 

12.7 Preserving Our Faith 

 

12.7.1 God can test our faith.  

 

We frequently live faith in the dark. The experience of evil  and suffering can shake our 

faith. 
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12.7.2 We can lose our faith (cf. CCC 2087-2089) 

 

 By neglecting to nourish our faith or out of a lack of coherence; 

 

 By not publicly confessing our faith out of shame or fear; 

 

 By  putting our faith into danger by  not rejecting things which can damage it: 

readings, people, situations, or superstitions (such as the Ouija board, spiritism, 

magic, etc.) 

 

 Out of incredulity: the willful refusal to assent to revealed truth; 

 

 Out of  apostasy: the repudiation of  the Christian  faith received in Baptism; 

 

 Out of  heresy: the voluntary denial of  some   truth  which has been defined as 

dogma by the Church authority. This is actually a rejection of the authority of 

God who revealed this truth. 

 

To keep our faith we must ask God to increase it and nourish it with the word of God. 

 

Supplementary Reading: 

 

From  Fide Catholica: Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith, Chapter 3. On 

Faith. Decrees of the First Vatican Council, Session 3: 24 April 1870.48  

 

Since human beings are totally dependent on God as their Creator and Lord, and created 

reason is completely subject to uncreated truth, we are obliged to yield  to God the 

revealer full submission of intellect and will  by faith. 

 

This  faith,  which  is   the  beginning  of   human  salvation,  the  Catholic church 

professes to be  a supernatural virtue, by  means of which, with the grace of God  inspiring 

and assisting us,  we  believe to be  true what He  has revealed, not because we  perceive 

its intrinsic truth by the natural  light of reason,  but  because  of  the  authority  of  God   

himself,  who   makes  the Revelation and can neither deceive nor be deceived. 

 

"Faith",  declares the  Apostle,  "is  the assurance  of  things  hoped for, the conviction of 

things not seen" (Heb  11: 1). 

 

From the  Gospel according to St. Matthew 7: 21- 23: 

 

"Not everyone who  says to me,  'Lord, Lord,' will  enter the kingdom of heaven, but only  

the one  who  does  the will  of my  Father in  heaven. Many will  say to me  on that day, 

                                                           
48 Available online at: http://www.piar.hu/councils/ecum20.htm 

 

http://www.piar.hu/councils/ecum20.htm
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'Lord, Lord, did  we not prophesy in your name? Did we not drive out demons in your 

name? Did we not do mighty deeds in  your name?' Then I will  declare to them solemnly, 

'I never knew you. Depart from me,  you evildoers.'" 

 

From the  Gospel according to St. John 20: 24 - 31: 

 

"Thomas, called Didymus, one of the Twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. So 

the other disciples said to him, "We have seen the Lord." But he  said to them, "Unless I 

see  the mark of the nails in  his  hands and put my finger into the nail-marks and put my 

hand into his  side, I will not believe." Now a week later His  disciples were again inside 

and Thomas was with them. Jesus came, although the doors were locked, and stood in 

their midst and said, "Peace be with you." Then He said to Thomas, "Put your finger here 

and see My hands, and bring your hand and put it into My side, and do not be unbelieving, 

but believe." Thomas answered and said to Him, "My Lord and my God!" Jesus said to 

him, "Have you come to believe because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have 

not seen and have believed." Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of (his)  

disciples that are not written in this book.  But these are written that you  may (come  to)  

believe that  Jesus is  the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through this belief  you may 

have life in His  name." 
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SESSION TWELVE SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    Who are our models in obedience to faith? 

 

2.    In practice, what does  it mean for man to believe in God? 

 

3.    What should be man's response to God who reveals Himself? 

 

4.    What is faith? Give two definitions which come from the Catechism, giving their 

paragraph reference numbers. 

 

5.    What must we do in order to believe? 

 

6.    What must we do in order to preserve and increase our faith?
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SESSION THIRTEEN: 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF FAITH 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

13.1 Faith is Theological 

13.2 Faith is a Grace 

13.3 Faith is an Authentically Human Act 

13.4 Faith and Understanding 

13.5 Faith is Certain 

13.6 Faith is Reasonable  

13.7 Faith and Science  

13.8 Faith is Free 

13.9 Faith is Necessary 

13.10 Faith is Ecclesial 

13.11 Faith: the Beginning of Eternal Life 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

Belief is only possible through grace and the inner help of the Holy Spirit. It is no less 

true, nonetheless, that belief is an authentically human act. 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"Each believer is thus a link in the great chain of believers. I cannot believe without being 

carried by the faith of others, and by my faith I help support others in the faith." (CCC 

166) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

In this session, which complements the previous one, the characteristics of faith are 

described, guided by the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

 

13.1 Faith is Theological 

 

This is  no  redundancy, since it is  about man's personal adherence precisely to God, and 

the free assent to the whole truth which God has revealed. Whole  means entire - no 

restrictions. 

 

It is not only  believing that God exists, but rather an absolute trust in Him and in His  

Word. 

 

It is only right to totally trust God and believe absolutely what He says; in no creature 

can we place such complete trust and certainty. 
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Faith in Christ, the Son of God: "Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, 

believe also in me”  (Jn 14:1);  "This is  my  beloved  Son,  with  whom I  am well 

pleased." (Mt 3:17) 

 

13.2 Faith is a Grace 

 

"No one can come  to me unless the Father who  sent me draw him" (Jn 6:44): when Peter 

confesses that Jesus is  the Messiah, the Son  of the living God, Jesus tells him: "flesh  

and blood  has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father" (Mt 16:17;  cf. Ga 1:15;  

Mt 11:25). 

 

With these words, Christ  announces  that  faith  is   a  gift  from  God,   a supernatural  

virtue infused by  Him, and that God's  grace is  necessary in order to give  a response to 

faith. God goes before us and helps us, opens the eyes  of our spirit and grants every one 

of us joy in assenting to and believing the truth (DV 5). Man cannot take any positive 

step towards his salvation, nor can he adhere to the Christian message without that gift 

from God (CCC 153). 

 

13.3 Faith is an Authentically Human Act 

 

"Believing is possible only  by grace and the interior helps of the Holy  Spirit. But it is 

no less  true that believing is an authentically human act. Trusting in  God  and cleaving 

to the truths  he  has revealed is  contrary neither to human freedom nor to human reason. 

 

"Even in  human relations it is  not contrary to our dignity to believe what other persons 

tell us  about themselves and their intentions, or to trust their promises (for example, 

when  a  man  and  a  woman marry)  to  share a communion of life with one another." 

 

"If this is so, still less  is it contrary to our dignity to "yield  by faith the full submission 

of...  intellect and will  to God  who  reveals", and to share  in  an interior communion 

with him." (CCC 154) 

 

13.4 Faith and Understanding 

 

Faith being an authentically human act, "In faith, the human intellect and will cooperate 

with divine grace: "Believing is an act of the intellect assenting to the divine truth by 

command of the will moved by God through grace."" (CCC 155) 

 

"What moves us to believe is not the fact that revealed truths appear as true and 

intelligible in  the light of our natural reason: we believe "because of the authority of God  

himself who  reveals them, who  can neither deceive nor be deceived". So "that  the 

submission of  our faith might nevertheless be  in accordance with reason, God  willed 

that  external proofs of his  Revelation should be joined to the internal helps of the Holy  

Spirit." Thus the miracles of Christ and the saints, prophecies, the Church's growth and 
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holiness, and her fruitfulness and stability "are the most certain signs of divine 

Revelation, adapted to the intelligence of all"; they are "motives of credibility" (motiva 

credibilitatis), which show  that the assent of faith is  "by no  means a blind impulse of 

the mind"." (CCC 156) 

 

13.5 Faith is Certain 

 

Faith "is more certain than all human knowledge", since it is not an opinion or a leap into 

nothingness, but "founded on the very word of God who cannot lie.  To  be  sure, revealed 

truths  can seem obscure to human  reason and experience, but "the certainty that the 

divine light gives  is greater than that which the light of natural reason gives."49  

 

As  Bl. Cardinal  Newman used  to say: "Ten thousand difficulties do not make one 

doubt."50 Certain means sure; albeit not necessarily clear, transparent, or easy to 

understand (cf. CCC 157). 

 

13.6 Faith is Reasonable  

 

""Faith seeks  understanding": it is intrinsic to faith that a believer desires to know better 

the One  in whom he has put his  faith, and to understand better what He has revealed; a 

more penetrating knowledge will in turn call forth a greater faith, increasingly set afire 

by love. The  grace of faith opens "the eyes of your hearts" to a lively  understanding of 

the contents of Revelation: that is, of the totality of God's  plan and the mysteries of faith, 

of their connection with each other and with Christ, the center of the revealed mystery." 

(CCC 158) 

 

""The   same  Holy   Spirit  constantly  perfects  faith  by   his   gifts,  so   that Revelation 

may be more and more profoundly understood." In the words of St. Augustine, "I believe, 

in order to understand; and I understand, the better to believe." (CCC 158) 

 

13.7 Faith and Science  

 

"Though faith  is  above reason,  there  can never be  any real discrepancy between faith 

and reason. Since the same God  who  reveals mysteries and infuses faith has bestowed 

the light of reason on the human mind, God cannot deny himself, nor can truth ever 

contradict truth." "Consequently, methodical research in  all branches of knowledge, 

provided it is  carried out in  a truly scientific  manner and does  not override moral laws, 

can never conflict with the faith, because the things of the world and the things of faith 

derive from the same God.  The  humble and persevering investigator of the  secrets  of 

nature is being led,  as it were, by the hand of God in spite of himself, for it is God, the 

conserver of all things, who made them what they are." (CCC 159). 

 

                                                           
49 St. Thomas Aquinas, STh  II-II 171, 5,  obj.  3. 
50 Venerable Servant of God John Henry Cardinal  Newman, Apologia pro vita sua (London Longman, 1878) p. 239.   
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13.8 Faith is Free 

 

Man, by  believing, responds voluntarily  to God,  who  invites us  and never coerces. 

"To be human, "man's response to God by faith must be free, and... therefore nobody is 

to be forced to embrace the faith against his  will.  The  act of faith is of its very nature a 

free act." "God calls men to serve him  in spirit and in  truth.  Consequently they are 

bound to him   in  conscience, but not coerced. . . This fact received its fullest 

manifestation in Christ Jesus." Indeed, Christ invited people to faith and conversion, but 

never coerced them. "For He bore witness to the truth but refused to use  force to impose 

it on those who spoke against it. His  kingdom... grows by the love  with which Christ, 

lifted up on the cross, draws men to himself."" (CCC 160) 

 

13.9 Faith is Necessary 

 

The  Lord Himself asserts: "Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved; whoever 

does not believe will be condemned." (Mk 16:16) 

 

"Believing in Jesus Christ and in the One  who  sent Him for our salvation is necessary 

for obtaining that salvation."Since "without faith it is impossible to please [God]"  and to 

attain  to the fellowship of His  sons, therefore without faith no one has ever attained 

justification, nor will anyone obtain eternal life 

'But he who endures to the end.'"" (CCC 161) 

 

"Faith  is  an entirely free gift that  God  makes to man. We  can lose  this priceless gift, 

as St. Paul indicated to St. Timothy: "Wage the good  warfare, holding faith and a good  

conscience. By rejecting conscience, certain persons have made a shipwreck of their 

faith." (1 Tim  1: 18-19) 

 

"To live, grow and persevere in the faith until the end  we must nourish it with the word 

of God;  we  must beg  the Lord to increase our faith; it must be "working through 

charity," abounding in hope, and rooted in the faith of the Church. (CCC 162) 

 

13.10 Faith is Ecclesial 

 

"Faith  is  a personal act -  the free response of  the human  person to the initiative of God 

who reveals Himself. But faith is not an isolated act. No one can believe alone, just as no 

one  can live  alone. You have not given yourself faith as you have not given yourself 

life. The  believer has received faith from others and should hand it on to others. Our love 

for Jesus and for our neighbor impels us  to speak to others about our faith. Each believer 

is thus a link in the great chain of believers. I cannot believe without being carried by the 

faith of others, and by my faith I help support others in the faith." (CCC 166) 

 

"It is the Church that believes first, and so bears, nourishes and sustains my faith. 

Everywhere, it is the Church that first confesses the Lord: "Throughout the world the 
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holy  Church acclaims you", as we sing  in the hymn "Te Deum"; with her and in her, we 

are won over and brought to confess: "I believe", "We believe". It is through the Church 

that we receive faith and new  life in Christ by  Baptism. In  the Rituale Romanum, the 

minister of  Baptism asks the catechumen: "What do you ask of God's  Church?" And  

the answer is: "Faith." "What does  faith offer you?" "Eternal life.""  (CCC 168) 

 

"The  Church's faith precedes the faith of the believer who is invited to adhere to it."  

When I say "I believe", I personally confess the faith of the Church, which she, in turn, 

has received from the Apostles. (cf. CCC 1124). 

 

13.11 Faith: the Beginning of Eternal Life  

 

"Faith makes us  taste in  advance the light of the beatific vision, the goal of our journey 

here below.  Then we shall see  God  "face to face", "as He  is".  So faith is already the 

beginning of eternal life." (CCC 163) 

 

In the words of  St. Basil (De Spiritu Sancto 15, 36: PG 32, 132; cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, 

STh  II-II, 4, 1): "When we contemplate the blessings of faith even now,  as if gazing at 

a reflection in  a mirror, it is as if we  already possessed the wonderful things which our 

faith assures us we shall one day enjoy." (CCC 163) 

 

"Now, however, "we  walk by  faith, not by  sight"; we  perceive God  as "in  a mirror, 

dimly" and only  "in part". Even though enlightened by him  in whom it believes, faith is 

often lived  in darkness and can be put to the test…" (CCC 164). 

 

Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) John Paul II (31 Mar 1985): General Audience. What Does It Mean to 

Believe?51 

 

Symbol of faith Meaning of "I believe" Biblical meaning 

 

The  universally known professions of the Christian faith form the first and fundamental 

reference point for the present catechesis. They  are also called "symbols of faith."  The  

Greek word symbolon signified the half of an object that had been broken (for example, 

half of a seal) and which was offered as a sign  of recognition. The  separated parts were 

put together in  order to prove the bearer's identity. Further meanings of "symbol" come 

from such things as proofs of identity, letters of credence and also a treaty or contract of 

which the symbolon was the proof. The  passage from this meaning to that of a collection 

or summary of reported and documented things was natural enough. In  our case, 

"symbols" signify the collection of the principal truths of faith - what the Church believes. 

Systematic  catechesis contains instructions  on  what the Church believes, that is, on the 

                                                           
51 Available at Vatican.va website at: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19850313en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19
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contents of the Christian faith. The  "symbols of faith" are the first and fundamental 

reference point for catechesis. 

 

1.               Symbol of faith 

 

Among the various ancient "symbols of faith"  the most authoritative  is  the Apostles' 

Creed, the oldest in origin and commonly recited in the "prayers of the Christian." It 

contains the principal truths of the faith transmitted by the apostles of Jesus Christ. 

Another ancient and famous symbol is the Nicene - Constantinopolitan Creed, which 

contains the same truths  of the apostolic faith authoritatively explained in  the first two 

ecumenical councils of the universal  Church: Nicaea (325)  and Constantinople (381).   

The   custom of "symbols of faith" being proclaimed as a result of councils of the Church 

was resumed even  in our century. After the Second Vatican Council, Pope  Paul VI 

proclaimed the profession of faith known as the Credo of the People of God (1968). It 

contains the synthesis of the truths of the Church's faith. It gives special consideration to 

those teachings which the last Council had expressed, or to those points about which 

some  doubts had appeared in recent years. 

 

The   symbols  of  faith  are  the  principal reference point  for the  present catechesis. 

However, they go back to the synthesis of the "deposit of the Word of God,"  made up  

of Sacred Scripture and apostolic Tradition, and are only  a concise summary  of it. 

Through the professions of faith, therefore, we  too propose to go back to that 

unchangeable "deposit" with the guidance of the interpretation which the Church, 

assisted by  the Holy  Spirit, has given it throughout the centuries. 

 

2.               Meaning of   "I believe" 

 

Each one of the above - mentioned "symbols" begins with the words "I believe." Each 

one  of them serves not only  as an instruction but also as a profession. The  contents of 

this profession are the truths  of the Christian faith. All  of them are rooted in  these first 

words, "I believe." In  this first catechesis, we wish to concentrate precisely on this 

expression, "I believe." 

 

The   expression  is  used in  daily language,  even   apart  from all religious content, 

especially any Christian content. "I believe you" means that I trust you, and I am 

convinced that you are telling the truth. "I believe in what you are  saying" means  that  I  

am convinced that  the  content of  your words corresponds to objective reality. 

 

In  this common use  of the word "believe," some  essential elements are given 

prominence. "To believe" means to accept and to acknowledge as true  and corresponding 

to reality the content of what is said, that is, the content of the words of another person 

(or even  of more persons) by reason of his  (or their) credibility.  This  credibility  

determines   in   a  given  case  the  particular authority of the person - the authority of 

truth. 
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So then by saying "I believe," we express at the same time a double reference - to the 

person and to the truth; to the truth in  consideration of the person who enjoys special 

claims to credibility. 

 

3.               Biblical meaning 

 

The words "I believe" appear often in the pages of the Gospel and of all Sacred Scripture. 

It would be very useful to compare and analyze all the points of the Old  and the New  

Testaments that enable us  to grasp the biblical meaning of "to believe." Along  with "to 

believe" we also find  the noun "faith" as one of the central  expressions of  the  whole 

Bible. We  find   even   a  certain  type  of "definition" of faith as, for example, "Faith is 

confident assurance concerning what we  hope   for, and  conviction  about things we  do  

not see"  (fides   est sperandarum substantia rerum et argumentum non  apparentium) 

(Heb  11:1). 

 

These biblical data  have  been studied,  explained, and  developed by  the Fathers  and 

by  theologians over the  span  of  the two  thousand  years  of Christianity.  This is  

attested  to by  the enormous exegetical and dogmatic literature we  have at our disposal. 

As  in  the  "symbols," so  also in  all  of theology,  "to  believe" -  "faith"  -  is  a 

fundamental category. It is  also the starting point for catechesis, as the first act by which 

one  responds to God's revelation. 

 

In  this meeting we  will  limit ourselves to just one  source, which, however, includes all 

the others. It is  the Constitution Dei  Verbum of  the Second Vatican Council. In it we 

read as follows: "In his  goodness and wisdom, God chose  to reveal himself and to make 

known to us the hidden purpose of his  will (cf. Eph 1:9) by which through Christ, the 

Word made flesh, man has access to the Father in the Holy  Spirit and comes to share in 

the divine nature (cf. Eph 2:18; 2 Pet 1:4)..."  (Dei Verbum 2). 

 

"'The  obedience of faith' (Rom  16:26;  cf. 1:5;  2 Cor 10:5  - 6) is to be given to God 

who reveals, an obedience by which man commits his  whole self freely to God,  offering 

'the full  submission of intellect and will  to God  who  reveals' (Vatican I), and freely 

assenting to the truth revealed by him"  (Dei  Verbum 5). 

 

These words of the conciliar document contain the answer to the question, "What does  

it mean to 'believe?'" The  explanation is concise, but it contains a great wealth of content. 

Consequently we will  have to penetrate  more fully into this explanation of the Council, 

which has an importance equal to a so - called technical definition. 

 

One   thing is  obvious. There  is  a  genetic and  organic link between our Christian "I 

believe" and that  particular  initiative of God  himself which is called revelation. 
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Therefore catechesis on the creed (faith), must be carried out together with catechesis on  

divine revelation. Logically and historically revelation comes before faith. Faith is 

conditioned by revelation. It is man's response to divine revelation. 

 

Henceforth we say that this response is possible and must be given, because God is 

credible. No one is as credible as he.  No one has the authority of truth as he does.  In no 

other case as in faith in God is there verified the conceptual and semantic value of the 

words that are so common in human language - "I believe," "I believe you."" 

 

2.) From  the  Second Vatican Council (18 Nov 1965): Dogmatic  Constitution on  

Divine Revelation: Dei   Verbum 

 

"5. "The  obedience of faith" (Rom.  13:26;  see  1:5; 2 Cor 10:5-6)  "is to be given to 

God who reveals, an obedience by which man commits his  whole self freely to God,  

offering the full  submission of intellect and will  to God who  reveals," and freely 

assenting to the truth revealed by Him. To make this act of faith, the grace of God  and 

the interior help of the Holy  Spirit must precede and assist, moving the heart and turning 

it to God,  opening the eyes  of the mind and giving "joy and ease to everyone in  assenting 

to the truth and believing it." To bring about an ever deeper understanding of revelation 

the same Holy Spirit constantly brings faith to completion by His  gifts." 
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SESSION THIRTEEN SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    What is the difference amongst disbelief, uncertainty and doubt? 

 

2.    Should the Apostles' Creed, discussed in the  Catechism of the Catholic Church 

#167,  be accepted with the intelligence or the will? 

 

3.    Where does the reason for our faith reside? 

 

4.    What is the function of miracles in our acceptance of the faith? 

 

5.    Why is it not contrary to man's dignity to believe? 

 

6.    How  can we  declare that there is  no contradiction between faith and science? 

 

7.    Why do we say that faith is necessary for our salvation? 

 

8.    What degree of certainty does  faith have? Why? 

 

9.    According to John Paul II's  catechesis, what does  it mean "to believe" What are 

the two oldest and most important symbols of the faith?
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SESSION FOURTEEN: 

GROWING IN OUR UNDERSTANDING OF REVELATION 

 

Lesson Outline 

 

14.1 Introduction 

14.2 The  Fullness of the Revelation 

14.3 Progress in Understanding and Assimilating Revelation 

14.4 The  Essence and Function of Dogmatic Definition 

14.5 The  Church Interprets the Revelation 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

"Since Sacred Scripture is  inspired, there is  another and no less  important principle of 

correct interpretation, without which Scripture would remain a dead letter. "Sacred 

Scripture must be read and interpreted in the light of the same Spirit by whom it was 

written." (CCC 111) 

 

Catechesis: 

 

"The   same  Holy   Spirit  constantly  perfects  faith  by   His   gifts,  so   that Revelation 

may be more and more profoundly understood." In the words of St. Augustine, "I believe, 

in order to understand; and I understand, the better to believe."" (CCC 158) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

14.1 Introduction 

 

When  we   speak  of  faith,  this  gift has  two  distinct  yet  complementary meanings. 

 

 The  subjective meaning which refers to the theological virtue of faith, which 

was dealt with in the two previous lessons. 

 

 The objective meaning which refers to the deposit of faith received in  the 

Revelation and which the Church believes and which through her  intelligence 

she   constantly  seeks  to comprehend with greater exactitude and depth. 

 

Faith "involves a dual adherence: to God who reveals and to the truth which He  

reveals, out of the trust which one  has in Him who  speaks."52  

 

 

 

                                                           
52 cf. Dominus Iesus 7 and Intellectual Charity: On Benedict XVI and the Canadian Bishops: Fr. James V. Schall, S. J., October 9, 

2006 http://ignatiusinsight.com/features2006/schall_intellcharity_oct06.asp. 

http://ignatiusinsight.com/features2006/schall_intellcharity_oct06.asp
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14.2 The  Fullness of the Revelation 

 

As mentioned in previous lessons, the Church upholds the definitiveness and 

completeness of Jesus Christ's Revelation and that this has been transmitted once and for 

all time. (cf. DI 6) 

 

The  Church, affirms Dominus Iesus (5) firmly believes that "in the mystery of Jesus 

Christ, the Incarnate Son of God, who is "the way, the truth, and the life" (Jn 14:6),  the 

full  revelation of divine truth is  given: "No  one  knows the Son except the Father, and 

no one knows the Father except the Son  and anyone to whom the Son  wishes to reveal 

him" (Mt 11:27);  "No one has ever seen God; God the only Son, who is in the bosom  of 

the Father, has revealed him" (Jn 1:18); "For in Christ the whole  fullness of divinity 

dwells in bodily form" (Col 2:9-10). 

 

Faithful to God's  word, the Second Vatican Council teaches: "By this revelation then, 

the deepest truth  about God  and the salvation of man shines forth in Christ, who is at 

the same time the mediator and the fullness of all revelation". Furthermore, "Jesus Christ, 

therefore, the Word made flesh, sent 'as a man to men', 'speaks the words of God'  (Jn 

3:34),  and completes the work of salvation which his  Father gave him  to do (cf. Jn 5:36;  

17:4).  To see  Jesus is to see  his Father (cf. Jn 14:9).  For this reason, Jesus perfected 

Revelation by fulfilling it through his  whole work of making himself present and 

manifesting himself: through his words and deeds, his signs and wonders, but especially 

through his death and glorious resurrection from the dead and finally with the sending of 

the Spirit of truth, He completed and perfected Revelation and confirmed it with divine 

testimony...  The   Christian  dispensation, therefore, as the new   and definitive covenant, 

will  never pass away, and we  now  await no further new public revelation before the 

glorious manifestation  of our Lord Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Tim  6:14  and Tit 2:13)".  This is 

so even  though the depth of the divine mystery in itself remains transcendent and 

inexhaustible" (DI 6): the deposit of the faith is one thing, and the way it is expressed is 

another - although it will always conserve the same sense and meaning. 

 

"Yet even  if Revelation is already complete, it has not been made completely explicit; it 

remains for Christian faith gradually to grasp its full  significance over the course of the 

centuries." (CCC 66) 

 

14.3 Progress in Understanding and Assimilating Revelation 

 

"The truth about God is not abolished or reduced because it is spoken in human language; 

rather, it is unique, full,  and complete, because he  who  speaks and acts is  the Incarnate 

Son  of God."  (DI  6) It is  precisely because of the use  of various human forms of 

communication (cf.  Heb  1:1),  that, "thanks to the assistance of the Holy  Spirit, the 

understanding of both the realities and the words of the heritage of faith is able to grow 

in the life of the Church" (CCC 94) 
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This understanding comes  about: 

 

14.3.1 "through the contemplation and study of believers who  ponder these things   in    

their   hearts".   Although   "all   the   faithful   share   in understanding and handing on 

revealed truth" (CCC  91), this responsibility   falls   particularly   to  "theological   

research  [which] deepens knowledge of revealed truth". (CCC 94) 

 

14.3.2  "from the  intimate  sense  of  spiritual  realities  which [believers] experience". 

This is the experience of growth in believers who read the Lectio divina (the Liturgy of 

the Hours: praying to the word of God) and when heeding the  proclamation of  the  word 

of  God  - "the  sacred Scriptures "grow with the one who reads them." (CCC 94) 

 

14.3.3 "from the preaching of the bishops who have received, along with their right of 

succession in the episcopate, the sure charism of truth". (CCC 94) 

 

In  this way, the confession of faith is handed on (see Jude 1:3), as is the doctrinal 

formulation of all those truths contained in the word of God, whether transmitted  in  

writing  or through  Tradition,  i.e.  word  of mouth, (cf. 2 Thess. 2:15),  and which are 

thus proposed by the Church for belief  as divinely revealed. (cf. DV 8) In  every age, 

this Episcopal preaching inculturates the Gospel message, without watering it down or 

removing any part, favoring a renewed adherence to the Gospel as the centuries succeed 

one another. 

 

The  Church puts forth doctrine in  an ordinary manner, through her Magisterium and the 

permanent preaching of  her pastors, and also in  a supreme manner  through the dogmatic 

definition made in  an ecumenical council, or by means of the solemn "ex cathedra" 

interventions in  which the Pope, speaking as the representative of the universal Church 

exercises his charism of infallibility promised to the community of believers in Christ. 

The First  Vatican Council expressly defines that  in  these  decisions "the Pope enjoys  

the express infallibility which the divine Redeemer deemed to bestow on the Church  

when she  defines doctrines  of  faith  and  morals." (LG  25;  cf. Vatican Council I: DS 

3074;  cf. CCC 891) 

 

14.4 The  Essence and Function of Dogmatic Definition 

 

Dogma is thus: a truth revealed by God,  and contained in divine Revelation, which the 

Magisterium of the Church declares as binding in a form obliging the Christian faithful 

to an irrevocable adherence of faith. 

 

A dogmatic decree can be  made ex-cathedra by the Pope, in  an Ecumenical Council in 

communion with the Pope, or by means of a special proclamation. A denial or rejection 

of Church Magisterial teachings is a de facto rejection of divine Revelation and so is 

considered heresy. 
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The  primordial task of a dogmatic definition is to facilitate the confession of 

communitary  faith  in    the  Church,  expressing  the  truth   in    a  more understandable 

language to help the faithful live more fully  by thus meeting the urgent demands of a 

certain period of history. (See  DH 1302) 

 

Catholic doctrine, according to the Church's constant teachings and faith, is essentially 

unchangeable, since the articles deal with propositions which: 

 

 Have always been accepted, even  when they were not always taught as explicitly 

revealed by God. 

 

 Express the contents of the propositions of Tradition in a language that is easy to 

understand and subject to pastoral development 

 

 Are based on  Church teachings  for which no  other previous explicit formulation 

exists in the Tradition handed down  from the Apostles. 

 

To the objection that the Revelation entrusted to the Church was closed  upon the death 

of the last Apostle (cf. DS 783; 2021 ) and that therefore the Church can only  give  

witness to what she  has received from the apostolic generation during their  lifetime as 

belonging to the deposit of  the faith, it must be remembered that advancement in  dogma 

is not advancement in  Revelation. [It is  Catholic teaching that  with Christ, Revelation 

is  completed. Dogmas issued after the death of his  Apostles are not new,  but 

explications of existing faith. - Translator's note]. 

 

 Revelation transmitted in all its fullness in the Person of Christ could not be  fully   

assimilated once  and for all by  mankind.  This human limitation has obliged the 

Church to seek ever greater precision in her doctrinal  teachings.  The   process  

of  Revelation enters  into human language which is fundamentally finite and 

historically limited in  its affirmative possibilities. 

 

 The  evolution of doctrine is a theological and spiritual event: the Holy Spirit 

leads believers towards the whole truth and makes Christ's word come alive 

amongst them in abundance (DV 8). This occurs through the supernatural sense 

of faith belonging to the entire people of God,  by the gifts and graces of the Spirit 

(LG 12). 

 

 The   evolution  of  dogma  means  looking back  upon  Tradition  and Scripture, 

sources of our Apostolic inheritance (DV  8)  and also the progressive 

development in the understanding of faith. 

 

 The     growth   of    doctrine   comes     about   through   the   practice, 

contemplation and  study  of  believers  which  are  so  important  in deepening 

the  understanding  (the realities  and  the  words) of  the heritage of  faith entrusted  
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to the Church. However, the authentic interpretation of Scripture and Tradition, 

the sources of doctrine, and their  eventual  establishment  through  doctrinal 

decree is  solely   a prerogative of the Magisterium (LG 25, DV 10).  

 

14.5 The  Church Interprets the Revelation 

 

While  Revelation  (which  culminates  in   the  Person  and  mission of  the incarnate 

Word, Jesus Christ) was completed with (Jesus' handing on of the Gospel to) the 

Apostles, His  official witnesses, it must endure until the end  of time, as alive as at  the  

beginning, without deviation, without changing meaning, without contamination. 

 

This  requirement  determines  the  Magisterium's  function regarding  the Revelation:  

they  are  to  respond  to  the  questions  of  each  generation, illustrating and expounding 

on that which in  the deposit of the faith is only obscure and implicit. 

 

Let us take, for example, St. John's assertion: the Word became flesh (Jn 1:14). This 

implies that Christ has a human nature with body  and soul,  human intelligence and will; 

it also means that His  humanity can be adored since He is  still  the  Word of  God.   The   

Church's  Magisterium  develops, through explanation, truths which are explicitly 

testified to by Sacred Scripture. 

 

What is perfected and advanced is  not, then, the deposit of the faith per se, but instead 

our understanding and assimilation of the Revelation, expressing it by means of clear, 

explicit formulas. 

 

The  Church, assisted by  the Holy  Spirit, enjoys a charism to authentically preserve and 

declare Revelation which grants her special, current help in the defense, preservation and 

interpretation  of the deposit of the faith (cf.  DS 

1793). 

 

Through this charism, the Holy  Spirit preserves the Church from all error, but also  

guides her to the fullness of the truth  and directs her infallibly towards a more perfect 

understanding of the revealed truths (Jn 16: 12-13). She   does   not  receive  new   

revelations  to  base  her  teachings  on,   since Revelation has been accomplished once 

and for all (Jude 3). 

 

The  understanding of "both the realities and words of the heritage of faith" grows (CCC  

94) with ever more depth, detail and precision, but the meaning remains unchanged since 

there is no new  message. 

 

Theological research,  which makes  use   of  human  reasoning, contributes significantly 

to this understanding of Revelation and enjoys a superior power of penetration when it is 

the fruit of the living faith and the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
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Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) Second Vatican Council (18 Nov 1965):  Dogmatic Constitution  on  Divine 

Revelation Dei  Verbum. 

 

"8. And so the apostolic preaching, which is expressed in a special way in the inspired 

books, was to be preserved by an unending succession of preachers until  the  end   of  

time.  Therefore the  Apostles,  handing  on   what  they themselves had received, warn 

the faithful to hold fast to the traditions which they have learned either by word of mouth 

or by letter (see 2 Thess. 2:15), and to fight in  defense of the faith handed on once  and 

for all (see  Jude 1:3)  (4) Now   what  was  handed  on   by   the  Apostles  includes  

everything  which contributes toward the holiness of life and increase in faith of the 

peoples of God;  and so the Church, in  her teaching, life  and worship, perpetuates and 

hands on to all generations all that she  herself is, all that she  believes. 

 

This tradition which comes  from the Apostles develop in the Church with the help of the 

Holy  Spirit. (5) For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words 

which have been handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made 

by believers, who treasure these things in their hearts (see  Luke, 2:19,  51) through a 

penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities which they experience, and through 

the preaching of those who have received through Episcopal succession the sure gift of 

truth. For as the centuries succeed one  another,  the Church constantly moves forward 

toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God reach their complete fulfillment 

in her. 

 

The  words of the holy  fathers witness to the presence of this living tradition, whose 

wealth is poured into the practice and life of the believing and praying Church. Through 

the same tradition the Church's full  canon of the sacred books  is  known, and the sacred 

writings themselves are more profoundly understood and unceasingly made active in her; 

and thus God,  who  spoke of old, uninterruptedly converses with the bride of His beloved 

Son; and the Holy Spirit, through whom the living voice  of the Gospel resounds in the 

Church, and through her, in  the world, leads unto all truth  those who  believe and makes 

the word of Christ dwell abundantly in them (see  Col. 3:16)." 
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2.) Congregation for the  Doctrine of  the Faith (8 June 2000):  Declaration 

Dominus Iesus on the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the 

Church.53  

 

"I. The  Fullness and Definitiveness of the Revelation of Jesus Christ 

 

5.   As a remedy for this relativistic mentality, which is  becoming ever more common, it 

is  necessary above all to reassert  the  definitive and complete character of the revelation 

of Jesus Christ. In  fact, it must be firmly believed that, in the mystery of Jesus Christ, 

the Incarnate Son of God, who is "the way, the truth, and the life" (Jn 14:6), the full 

revelation of divine truth is given: "No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one 

knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son wishes to reveal him"  (Mt 

11:27);  "No one has ever seen God; God the only Son, who is in the bosom  of the Father, 

has revealed him"  (Jn  1:18);  "For in  Christ the whole fullness of divinity dwells in  

bodily form" (Col 2:9-10). 

 

Faithful to God's  word, the Second Vatican Council teaches: "By this revelation then, 

the deepest truth  about God  and the salvation of man shines forth in Christ, who is at 

the same time the mediator and the fullness of all revelation". 

 

Furthermore, "Jesus Christ, therefore, the Word made flesh, sent 'as a man to men', 

'speaks the words of God' (Jn 3:34),  and completes the work of salvation which his  

Father gave him  to do (cf. Jn 5:36;  17:4).  To see  Jesus is to see  his Father (cf. Jn 14:9).  

For this reason, Jesus perfected revelation by fulfilling it through his  whole work of 

making himself present and manifesting himself: through his words and deeds, his signs 

and wonders, but especially through his death and glorious resurrection from the dead 

and finally with the sending of the Spirit of truth, he completed and perfected revelation 

and confirmed it with divine testimony...  The   Christian  dispensation, therefore, as the 

new   and definitive covenant, will  never pass away, and we  now  await no further new 

public revelation before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus Christ (cf. 1 Tim  

6:14 and Tit 2:13)". 

 

Thus, the Encyclical Redemptoris missio calls the Church once again to the task of 

announcing the Gospel as the fullness of truth: "In this definitive Word of his revelation, 

God  has made himself known in  the fullest possible way. He  has revealed to mankind 

who  he  is.  This definitive self-revelation of God  is  the fundamental reason why  the 

Church is  missionary by  her very nature. She cannot do other than proclaim the Gospel, 

that is, the fullness of the truth which God has enabled us to know about himself". Only 

the revelation of Jesus Christ, therefore, "introduces  into our history a universal and 

ultimate truth which stirs the human mind to ceaseless effort". 

 

                                                           
53 Available at Vatican.va webiste at: 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cf.aith/documents/rc_con_cf.aith_doc_20000806_dominus-iesus_sp.html 

 

file:///D:/DOCUMENTOS/1AAAAlthea%20Certif%20Catechesis%20Courses/1-TRANSLATIONS%20SCHOOL%20OF%20THE%20FAITH/a)%20CERTIFICATE%20IN%20CATECHESIS/Certif%20courses%20after%20editing%20sep%202018/Course%201%20Intro%20Faith%20and%20Salvation%20History/Available%20at%20Vatican.va%20webiste%20at:%20http:/www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cf.aith/
file:///D:/DOCUMENTOS/1AAAAlthea%20Certif%20Catechesis%20Courses/1-TRANSLATIONS%20SCHOOL%20OF%20THE%20FAITH/a)%20CERTIFICATE%20IN%20CATECHESIS/Certif%20courses%20after%20editing%20sep%202018/Course%201%20Intro%20Faith%20and%20Salvation%20History/Available%20at%20Vatican.va%20webiste%20at:%20http:/www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cf.aith/


 
 

 

167 

6.  Therefore, the theory of the limited, incomplete, or imperfect character of the 

revelation of Jesus Christ, which would be complementary to that  found in other 

religions, is contrary to the Church's faith. Such a position would claim to be  based on  

the notion that  the truth  about God  cannot be  grasped and manifested in its globality 

and completeness by any historical religion, neither by Christianity nor by Jesus Christ. 

 

Such a position is  in  radical contradiction with the foregoing statements  of Catholic 

faith according to which the full and complete revelation of the salvific mystery of God 

is given in Jesus Christ. Therefore, the words, deeds, and entire historical event of Jesus, 

though limited as human realities, have nevertheless the divine Person of the Incarnate 

Word, "true God  and true man" as their subject. For this reason, they possess in  

themselves the definitiveness and completeness of the revelation of God's  salvific ways, 

even  if the depth of the divine mystery in  itself remains transcendent and inexhaustible.  

The  truth about God is not abolished or reduced because it is spoken in human language; 

rather, it is unique, full,  and complete, because he who speaks and acts is the Incarnate 

Son  of God.  Thus, faith requires us  to profess that the Word made flesh, in his  entire 

mystery, who moves from incarnation to glorification, is the source, participated  but  

real,  as  well   as  the  fulfillment of  every  salvific revelation of God to humanity, and 

that the Holy  Spirit, who is Christ's Spirit, will  teach this "entire truth" (Jn 16:13)  to the 

Apostles and, through them, to the whole Church. 

 

7.  The proper response to God's revelation is "the obedience of faith (Rom 16:26; cf. 

Rom  1:5; 2 Cor 10:5-6)  by which man freely entrusts his  entire self  to God, offering 

'the full submission of intellect and will to God who reveals' and freely assenting to the 

revelation given by him". Faith is a gift of grace: "in order to have faith, the grace of God  

must come  first and give  assistance; there must also be the interior helps of the Holy  

Spirit, who moves the heart and converts it to God, who opens the eyes  of the mind and 

gives  'to everyone joy and ease in assenting to and believing in the truth'". 

 

The  obedience of faith implies acceptance of the truth of Christ's revelation, guaranteed 

by God, who is Truth itself: "Faith is first of all a personal adherence of man to God. At 

the same time, and inseparably, it is a free assent to the whole truth that God  has 

revealed". Faith,  therefore, as "a gift of God"  and as "a supernatural  virtue infused by  

him", involves a dual adherence: to God  who reveals and to the truth which he reveals, 

out of the trust which one has in him who speaks. Thus, "we must believe in no one but 

God: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit". 

 

For this reason, the distinction between theological faith and belief  in the other religions, 

must be  firmly held. If faith  is  the acceptance in  grace of revealed truth, which "makes 

it possible to penetrate the mystery in a way that allows us  to understand it coherently", 

then belief, in the other religions, is that sum of experience and thought that constitutes 

the human treasury of wisdom and religious aspiration, which man in his  search for truth 

has conceived and acted upon in his  relationship to God and the Absolute. 
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This distinction is not always borne in  mind in  current theological reflection. Thus, 

theological  faith  (the acceptance of the truth revealed by the One  and Triune God) is 

often identified with belief  in other religions, which is religious experience still in search 

of the absolute truth and still lacking assent to God who  reveals himself. This is  one  of 

the reasons why  the differences between Christianity and the other religions tend to be 

reduced at times to the point of disappearance. 

 

8.  The hypothesis of the inspired value of the sacred writings of other religions is  also 

put forward. Certainly, it must be  recognized that  there are some elements in these texts 

which may be de facto instruments by which countless people throughout the centuries 

have been and still are able today to nourish and maintain their life-relationship with God. 

Thus, as noted above, the Second Vatican Council, in  considering the customs, precepts, 

and teachings of the other religions, teaches that "although  differing in  many ways from 

her own teaching, these nevertheless often reflect a ray of that truth which enlightens all 

men". 

 

The  Church's Tradition, however, reserves the designation of inspired texts to the 

canonical books  of the Old and New Testaments, since these are inspired by the Holy 

Spirit. Taking up this tradition, the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation of the 

Second Vatican Council states: "For Holy  Mother Church, relying on  the faith  of the 

apostolic age, accepts as sacred and canonical the books  of the Old and New Testaments, 

whole and entire, with all their parts, on the grounds that, written under the inspiration of 

the Holy Spirit (cf. Jn 20:31; 2 Tim  3:16;  2 Pet 1:19-21; 3:15-16), they have God  as 

their author, and have been handed on as such to the Church herself". These books  

"firmly, faithfully, and without error, teach that truth which God,  for the sake of our 

salvation, wished to see confided to the Sacred Scriptures". 

 

Nevertheless, God,  who  desires to call all peoples to himself in  Christ and to 

communicate to them the fullness of his  revelation and love,  "does  not fail to make 

himself present in many ways, not only  to individuals, but also to entire peoples through 

their spiritual riches, of which their religions are the main and essential expression even  

when they contain 'gaps, insufficiencies and errors'". Therefore, the sacred books  of other 

religions, which in  actual fact direct and nourish the existence of their followers, receive 

from the mystery of Christ the elements of goodness and grace which they contain."" 
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SESSION FOURTEEN SELF-TEST: 

 

1.    Why  is  Christian faith not a "book  religion"? Use  the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church 108 for reference. 

 

2.    Why are dogmatic definitions not able to be forfeited? 

 

3.    Why  can the Church change the way in  which a dogmatic definition is 

formulated? 

 

4.    Who is the guarantor of the authenticity of a dogmatic definition? 

 

5.    What is the function of the theologian in the understanding of Revelation? 

 

6.    How  does  the Church propose doctrine? 

 

7.    Why  is  it that the Church enjoys the charism and authority to preserve and 

authentically declare Revelation?
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SESSION FIFTEEN: 

REASON AND FAITH IN THE UNDERSTANDING OF 

REVELATION 

 

Lesson Outline: 

 

15.1 Introduction 

15.2 Preliminary Considerations 

15.3 The  Dual Path to Truth 

15.4 Theology is a Science 

15.5 Catechetical Conclusions 

 

Deepen Your Faith: 

 

"The  harmony between faith and reason means above all that  God  is  not remote: he is 

not far from our reason and our life; He is close to every human being, close to our hearts 

and to our reason, if we truly set out on the journey." "…believing paves the way to 

crossing the threshold of the truth - but also, and inseparably, intellige ut credas ("I 

understand, the better to believe"), the believer scrutinizes the truth to be able to find  

God and to believe."54  

 

Catechesis: 

 

"Faith seeks  understanding": it is intrinsic to faith that a believer desires to know better 

the One  in whom he has put his  faith, and to understand better what He has revealed" 

(CCC 158) 

 

Doctrinal Body: 

 

15.1 Introduction 

 

During the latter half of the 15th century, Alonso  Fernandez de  Madrigal, better known 

as "El Tostado" was Bishop of Avila and a prolific exponent of the theological thought 

of his  times. 

 

A number of his  opinions were deemed by some  rather too audacious and novel. The 

story goes  that while he  was on his  death-bed, those who  were in assistance giving him  

the final rites wished to ensure that he would awaken in the next world with his  faith 

unblemished and orthodox. 

                                                           
54 Benedict XVI (30 Jan 2008):  General Audience. Saint Augustine of Hippo (3) 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/audiences/2008/documents/ hf_ben-xvi_aud_20080130_en.html 

 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/audiences/2008/documents/
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/audiences/2008/documents/
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It seems that these assistants got  to be  so  pushy that  Tostado, summoning strength in 

the agony of his  weakened state, exclaimed: "I'm just like  the coal merchant, children, 

just like  the coal merchant!" 

 

The  coal merchant in question was very well known in Avila. On one occasion when 

queried: "What do you believe in?", he replied, "I believe in the Holy Church.". "And 

what does the Church believe?" they pursued. "The same thing that I believe", he shot 

back without missing a beat. "But what do you believe?" they pushed. "What the Church 

believes", he answered without vacillation. There was no way you could  get him  off this 

tack. 

 

Since then, to speak of a "coal merchant's  faith" is to refer to a faith which takes no 

interest in reasons.55 Needless to say, this is neither what we want for ourselves, nor for 

our students. 

 

15.2 Preliminary Considerations 

 

15.2.1  Theology is Supernatural 

 

Is  understanding  Revelation merely a  work of  reason?  Is  it  simply the philosophical 

pondering  of  a topic deemed as "revealed", which heretics or religious historians can 

undertake with the same license as believers? 

 

At the origin of all knowledge about God, He gives us a dual gift: 

 

 The  gift of God's  self-Revelation; 

 

 The  gift of faith so  we  can adhere to that  Revelation with absolute certainty. 

 

Without Revelation, we  don't have any data on God,  and without faith we don't have 

reason enough to accept those data.  Faith is not the result of  a mere apologetic 

demonstration, but is  a gift of grace: "No  one  can come  to Me unless the Father who 

sent Me draws him" (Jn 6:44).56  

 

15.2.2 Faith is at the Origin of Theology 

 

Faith gives rise to theology - which is the meditation on the faith, so: 

 

 Faith is not yet a vision of God:  "for we walk by faith, not by sight" (2 Cor 5:7). 

We live in a relationship of word and hearing, of witness and of faith. We believe 

                                                           
55 cf.  "Fides et Ratio" versus "The Coal Merchant's Faith": Reason Must not be Afraid of Itself or of the Mystery (Span.): 

http://revista- arbil.iespana.es/(39)arvo.htm 
56 (cf.  La Teologia, Ciencia de la Salvación, René Latourelle.) 

 

http://revista-/
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in the mystery through the Word, without seeing Him, and we have no access to 

God except through some signs: signs of the Body of Christ and signs of His 

human word. 

 

 This leads us  to reflect on  those signs: to do "theology",  which is  the rational 

consideration of the Revelation which is received with faith in order to better 

understand it. 

 

15.2.3 Theology is not Better than Faith 

 

Faith always involves a quest by the spirit: it contains an element of intellectual 

searching. The  human spirit has been created to be able "to see" God. 

 

 While we can’t ordinarily “see” God at present, faith seeks to understand, and 

through this questioning, undertakes theology. 

 

 Theology is not above faith, but it is an attempt to respond to that thirst for a 

vision which can be quenched only in the next life. 

 

The   message  of  faith  stirs  up   the  spirit's  appetite:  not  out  of  a mere intellectual  

curiosity, but  because the  truth  which He   reveals  becomes evident as the supreme 

value for human life, the one thing which will give life its ultimate meaning and make it 

worth living. The  word of God  has an interminable richness which incessantly kindles 

the spirit and the heart. 

 

15.3 The  Dual Path to Truth 

 

15.3.1 The Rationalistic Critic 

 

The  typical rationalism of the 18th and 19th centuries which, for the most part has been 

overcome, although some remain mired in this current thought even today, denied all 

understanding which did  not issue from a natural capacity for reason. 

 

15.3.2 The First Vatican Council teaches 

 

 Besides the understanding that is proper to human reason, there is an 

understanding which is peculiar to faith. 

 

 The truth reached through philosophical reflection and the truth which comes  

from the Revelation are not one and the same, nor does one make the other 

superfluous. Apart from what natural reason can reach, we can believe mysteries 

hidden in God,  of which, were they not divinely revealed, we would have no 

notion. 

 



 
 

 

173 

 Faith  is    founded   on    God's    testimony   and   benefits   from  the supernatural 

assistance of grace: reason is supported by the perception of the senses and 

experiences and is  illumined only  by  the  light of human intelligence. 

 

15.3.3 Man Lives by Beliefs 

 

 From his birth, man is immersed in various traditions which bequeath him  not 

only  language and cultural, but also many truths, which he believes almost 

instinctively. 

 

 People search for the truth, and also live by beliefs. This is so much so that in our 

lifetime, the truths which we come to believe are much more numerous  that  those 

which we  acquire  through  personal ascertainment.  In   effect,  who   could   

reconstruct   the  processes  of experience and  thought  which have  gone   into 

the  building up   of humanity's vast treasures of wisdom and religiosity over the 

centuries? 

 

 Each of us,  by  believing, trusts  in  the knowledge acquired by  other people. 

Our  Christian  faith  assists  by   offering  us   the  concrete possibility of attaining 

the goal of this quest. 

 

15.3.4  No  Contest 

 

 The  desire for knowledge is a trait common to all human beings. The opportunity 

for attaining the truth is available to the believer and non- believer alike, thanks 

to the gift of intelligence. 

 

 There is  a deep, inseparable union binding an understanding  from reason and 

that which comes  from faith. 

 

 There is  no  competition between faith and reason: one  is  contained within the 

other, and each has its own space for deployment. 

 

 Reason and faith, therefore, cannot be  separated  without reducing humans' 

chances of adequately understanding ourselves, the world and God. 

 

 From this perspective, reason has its just value. What reason can come to 

understand  may be  true, but only   acquires  full   meaning  if  its contents are  

located at  a  broader horizon, which is  that of  faith. Definitely, humans  through 

reason can attain  the  truth,  because illumined by  faith, we  discover the deep 

meaning of all things, and particularly, of our own existence. 
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15.3.5 The Contribution of Revelation 

 

 The chosen people confronted and responded to certain challenges. This response 

was possible because they had discovered that knowledge is not based solely on 

human’s attentive scrutiny of the world and history, but also on an indispensable 

relationship with faith and the contents of Revelation. 

 

 The openness to the mystery which comes from Revelation is a source of real 

knowledge which permits reason to penetrate the infinite, thus receiving 

previously unimagined opportunities for understanding, although the effort of the 

quest is not free from the difficulty of defying the limits of reason. 

 

15.3.6 Relationship Between Faith and Reason 

 

 From the start, to make itself understood, the Christian message had to confront 

the contemporary currents of thought which deemed the truth of the Revelation 

subordinate to the revelation of philosophical interpretations. 

 

 St.   Augustine  managed   to  make   the   first   great   synthesis   of philosophical 

and  theological  thought  in   which  Greek  and  Latin currents  flowed  together, 

but without confusing the contents of the message with the systems he referred 

to, or limiting his  work to a mere transposition of the truths of the faith into 

philosophical categories. 

 

 St. Anselm of Canterbury considered that the priority of faith is  not incompatible 

with one's own quest for reason. 

 

 St. Thomas Aquinas stressed the harmony existing between reason and faith. 

 

Theology, as an elaboration which scientifically reflects the understanding of the 

Revelation with the light of faith, cannot do  without the philosophies which have come  

down  to us  through the centuries: theology makes use  of certain procedures and specific 

tasks which have been developed through the field  of philosophy. 

 

15.4 Theology is a Science 

 

15.4.1 The Concept of Science 

 

In   order to demonstrate  the  scientific  nature of  theology,  we  must first establish the 

concept of science. 

 

If  our understanding  of  science  is  limited to a  field   which attempts  to approximate 

the truth, the exactness of which is directed and verified through experimentation, then 

certainly theology is not a science, since the matter of science in  such a case is only  what 
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is  rigorously verifiable through experimentation and which can be measured and 

counted. 

 

But if we take science as the discipline which has its own rigorous object and method, 

with conclusions that can be communicated to others - then with this meaning, we have 

every right to talk about historical science, Biblical science and theological science. 

 

Human  reason, in   effect,  makes  use   of  the  laws of  reason and  human techniques 

with all the rigors of  science: this  is  patent in  the  subject of method, systematization  

and unity. Theological reasoning performs several activities: 

 

 Establishes the fact of  Revelation in  history and the fact that  the Church is  the 

repository and mediator of  this  Revelation over the centuries. 

 

 Defines revealed truth, demonstrating that it is neither impossible nor lacking 

sense, but rather is splendidly intelligible. 

 

 Pursues the fruitful understanding of those mysteries which the First Vatican  

Council  defined  in   the  following terms:   "When  reason, illumined by  faith, 

in  its  quest  governed with diligence, piety and prudence, arrives, through the 

grace of God, at a certain understanding of the mysteries…this is  highly fruitful. 

This may be  by the paths of the analogy with natural  knowledge or through the 

Revelation of the mysteries amongst themselves and with man's ultimate  end".   

(DS 1796) 

 

15.4.2 Saint Thomas holds to the scientific nature of theology  

 

He based his posture on two arguments: 

 

 Science is  supposed to have evidence (meaning the ability to see  the truth) of 

the principles on which she  bases her development. There are, however science, 

called subordinate  or subaltern  sciences which are based on principles received 

from a superior science. The  subordinate science does  not have evidence of these 

principles, although the higher science does. 

 

 Theology is  one  of these subaltern sciences. It is  based on  truths  of faith,  the  

evidence  of   which  is   not  demonstrated  in   theology. Nevertheless, there is  

a science (of  certain  knowledge), superior  to theology, for which the principles 

are evident: this is the science of God. In  effect,  the immediate vision of  the 

mysteries exists in  God  who reveals them to us. 

 

 With St. Thomas we  conclude that theology  is  a science, but one subordinate to 

the science of God. 
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 Theology's scientific nature is further demonstrated when it manages to rationally 

put together revealed knowledge so that certain truths are shown to be  connected 

to others as their true roots. In  other words, theology is a science because there 

are "truths-conclusions" which have their rational origin in "truths-principles", 

and so it turns out that both (conclusions and principles) are equally revealed. 

This means, it is  a science  because  it  manages  to  obtain  conclusions from  

revealed principles in such a way that they may also be considered revealed. 

 

The  importance of theology resides precisely in  that it manages to acquire conclusions 

beyond that  which is  formally revealed. If this were not so, we could  not go beyond the 

Kerygma (a textual repetition of what the Apostles handed on to us),  and we would be 

missing a great deal of secondary truths which have their origin in  a rational  

development of Revelation and which, thus, are also truths. 

 

15.4.3 Faith is Certain 

 

Faith "is more certain than all human knowledge because it is founded on the very word 

of God who cannot lie. To be sure, revealed truths can seem obscure to human reason 

and experience, but "the certainty that the divine light gives is greater than that which the 

light of natural reason gives." As quoted previously in Session 13, "Ten  thousand 

difficulties do not make one doubt." (CCC 157) 

 

The certainty of faith comes  before the theological work, ensuring its validity. In  effect, 

because of his  or her faith, the student of theology accepts certain truths  as  absolute 

(truths  which  could   not  otherwise  be   known  from experience or meditation).  In   

virtue of  this  certainty, theologians devote themselves to understanding the meaning of 

God's  words. 

 

Thus, for example, when theologians affirm that  in  Christ there are two natures and one  

person, they accept as absolutely true that  these words express the truth, and from there 

attempt to understand that reality. Without faith, no doubt some  would reject such an 

undertaking as impossible - and would be left without ever knowing something that is 

real and true! 

 

In  a way, the theologians' work is similar to that of mathematicians: at the back of the 

book, they can check the answer to the exercise they just resolved. If  they got the correct 

answer, then they can be  sure they have correctly applied mathematical reasoning to 

arrive there. If a mistake was made, then they can review their work, arriving  thus  at  a  

more precise scientific- mathematical understanding, thanks to the trust placed in the 

author of the book. 

 

If theologians were not supported by their faith, they would find themselves in the 

position of those who have just done research into a religion different from their own,  

one in which they do not share the creed. In such a case, the research would no longer be 
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the science of God  and of the divinely revealed and believed realities, but instead a 

science without principles (and every science must have principles). Following this 

reasoning, it becomes clear why atheists and heretics cannot rightly be considered 

theologians. 

 

15.5 Catechetical Conclusions 

 

In   the understanding of Revelation, both philosophy and theology have important roles, 

and study must be undertaken with the light of faith. 

 

Philosophical reflection has much to contribute in clarifying the relationship between 

truth and life, between events and doctrinal truths, and above all, between transcendent 

truth and humanly intelligible language. The existing reciprocity amongst the theological  

subjects and objectives  attained by  the various  philosophical currents  attests  to the  

richness of  this  exchange, particularly in  communicating the faith through catechesis 

and in  better understanding the faith. 

 

One of the characteristics of science is that science springs from objective data, which 

already exist or which have an existence prior and independent of any human scientific 

involvement which seeks to know and understand them. The  force of gravity, or atomic 

interactions are not mere interventions of reason which can be  arbitrarily  accepted or 

denied at the whim of the physicist or chemist. 

 

Likewise, Christian doctrine cannot be invented or modified at whim: 

 

 It must meet the standards of its own  objective  data which make up the so-called 

deposit of the faith. It is the Revelation which the Church has received and is the 

trustee of. 

 

 The  Church of herself cannot alter it; she  must respect and safeguard it, seeing 

to it that this inheritance is  preserved integrally, and she must transmit it. 

 

 That is  why  it is  absurd  to "demand" that  the  Church "adapt"  her doctrine to 

what present-day society requests. That is  asking her to deal with the contents of 

the faith as if it they were her own invention. 

 

 It is equally absurd - not to mention criminally negligent and abusive -for  any 

theologian or researcher  to dream up  his  own  "Christian" faith. That would be 

about as professional as an astrophysicist pulling an inexistent galaxy out of a hat 

just to justify his  or her own  pet theory, or a journalist manipulating  the 

declarations someone has made so that the person appears to be saying what the 

journalist would like,  and not what the person really said. 
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Supplementary Readings: 

 

1.) In  his  Proslogion: The  Ontological Argument for the Existence of God 57,  St. 

Anselm  of  Canterbury (1033-1109) ruminates: 

 

"Recently… I began to ask myself whether it would be possible to construct an argument 

that would require no support other than itself alone, and that would, all by itself, prove 

that  God  really  exists.  Although I often and earnestly directed my thought to this end, 

and at some times that which I sought seemed to be just within my reach, while again it 

wholly evaded my mental vision, at last in despair I was about to cease, as if from the 

search for a thing which could not be found. But when I wished to exclude this thought 

altogether, lest, by busying my mind to no purpose, it should keep me from other 

thoughts, in which I might be successful; then more and more, though I was unwilling 

and shunned it, it began to force itself upon me, with a kind of importunity." 

 

"…But  alas!  wretched that I am, one  of the sons  of Eve,  far removed from God!  What 

have I undertaken? What have I  accomplished? Whither was I striving? How far have I 

come? To what did I aspire? Amid what thoughts am I sighing?" 

 

"..What  are  you,   then,  Lord  God,   than  whom nothing  greater  can  be conceived? 

But what are you,  except that which, as the highest of all beings, alone exists through 

itself, and creates all other things from nothing? For, whatever is not this is less  than a 

thing which can be conceived of. But this cannot be conceived of you." 

 

2.) Benedict XVI (30 Jan 2008): General Audience. Saint Augustine of Hippo (3) 

 

Dear Friends, 

 

After the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity we return today to the important figure of 

St Augustine. In  986, the 16th centenary of his  conversion, my beloved Predecessor 

John Paul II dedicated a long,  full  Document to him, the Apostolic   Letter  Augustinum 

Hipponensem. The   Pope  himself  chose  to describe this text as "a thanksgiving to God 

for the gift that He has made to the Church, and through her to the whole human race". I 

would like to return to the topic of conversion at another Audience. It is a fundamental 

theme not only for Augustine's personal life but also for ours. In last Sunday's Gospel the 

Lord himself summed up his preaching with the word: "Repent".  By following in St 

Augustine's footsteps, we will be able to meditate on what this conversion is: it is   

something  definitive, decisive, but  the  fundamental decision must develop, be brought 

about throughout our life. 

 

Today's Catechesis, however, is dedicated to the subject of faith and reason, a crucial, or 

better, the crucial theme for St Augustine's biography. As a child he learned the Catholic 

                                                           
57 The Proslogion can be found on many websites including the following: 
http://www.bergen.edu/phr/121/AnselmGC.pdf 

http://www.bergen.edu/phr/121/AnselmGC.pdf
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faith from Monica, his  mother. But he abandoned this faith as an adolescent because he  

could  no longer discern its reasonableness and rejected a religion that was not, to his  

mind, also an expression of reason, that is, of the truth. His  thirst for truth was radical 

and therefore led him  to drift away from the Catholic faith. Yet his  radicalism was such 

that he could not be satisfied with philosophies that did  not go to the truth itself, that did 

not go  to God  and to a God  who  was not only  the ultimate cosmological hypothesis 

but the true God, the God who gives  life and enters into our lives. Thus, Augustine's 

entire intellectual and spiritual development is also a valid model today in the relationship 

between faith and reason, a subject not only for believers but for every person who seeks 

the truth, a central theme for the balance and destiny of every human being. These two 

dimensions, faith and reason, should not be  separated  or placed in  opposition;  rather, 

they must always go hand in  hand. As  Augustine himself wrote after  his  conversion, 

faith and reason are "the  two  forces that  lead us  to knowledge" (Contra Academicos, 

III,   20,  43).  In  this regard, through the two  rightly famous Augustinian  formulas  (cf.  

Sermones,  43,   9)   that  express this  coherent synthesis of  faith and reason: crede ut  

intelligas ("I  believe  in  order to understand") - believing paves the way to crossing the 

threshold of the truth - but also, and inseparably, intellige ut credas ("I understand, the 

better to believe"), the  believer scrutinizes  the truth  to be  able to find  God  and to 

believe. 

 

Augustine's two affirmations express with effective immediacy and as much 

corresponding depth the synthesis of  this problem in  which the Catholic Church sees  

her own  journey expressed. This synthesis had been acquiring its form in history even  

before Christ's coming, in the encounter between the Hebrew faith and Greek thought in 

Hellenistic Judaism. At a later period this synthesis was taken  up  and  developed by  

many Christian thinkers. The harmony between faith and reason means above all that 

God is not remote: He  is not far from our reason and our life; He  is close  to every 

human being, close to our hearts and to our reason, if we truly set out on the journey. 

 

Augustine felt this closeness of God  to man with extraordinary intensity. God's  presence 

in  man is profound and at the same time mysterious, but he can recognize and discover 

it deep down  inside himself. "Do not go outside", the convert says, but "return to within 

yourself; truth dwells in the inner man; and if  you  find   that  your nature  is  changeable, 

transcend  yourself. But remember, when you  transcend  yourself, you  are transcending 

a soul  that reasons. Reach, therefore, to where the light of reason is lit" (De vera 

religione, 39, 72). It is just like  what he himself stresses with a very famous statement 

at the beginning of the Confessions, a spiritual biography which he  wrote in praise of 

God: "You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you" (I, 1, 

1). 

 

God's  remoteness is  therefore equivalent to remoteness from oneself: "But", Augustine 

admitted  (Confessions, III,  6,  11),  addressing God  directly, "you were more inward 

than my  most inward part and higher than the highest element within me",  interior 

intimo meo  et superior summo meo; so that, as he  adds in  another passage remembering 
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the period before his  conversion, "you were there before me,  but I had departed from 

myself. I could  not even find myself, much less  you" (Confessions, V, 2, 2). Precisely 

because Augustine lived   this intellectual and spiritual  journey in  the first person, he  

could portray it in his  works with such immediacy, depth and wisdom, recognizing in 

two other famous passages from the Confessions (IV, 4, 9 and 14, 22), that man is  "a 

great  enigma" (magna  quaestio) and  "a great  abyss" (grande profundum), an enigma 

and an abyss that only  Christ can illuminate and save us from. This is important: a man 

who is distant from God is also distant from  himself,  alienated   from  himself,  and  can  

only    find    himself   by encountering God.  In  this way he  will  come  back to himself, 

to his  true self, to his  true identity. 

 

The  human being, Augustine stresses later in  De  Civitate Dei  (XII,  27),  is social by 

nature but antisocial by vice and is saved by Christ, the one Mediator between God and 

humanity and the "universal way of liberty and salvation", as my  Predecessor John  Paul  

II  said  (Augustinum Hipponensem, n.  3). Outside this  way, "which has never been 

lacking for the human  race", St Augustine says further, "no one has been set free, no one 

will  be set free" (De Civitate Dei, X, 32, 2). As the one Mediator of salvation Christ is 

Head of the Church and mystically united with her to the point that Augustine could  say: 

"We have become Christ. For, if he is the Head, we, the members; he and we together 

are the whole man" (In Iohannis evangelium tractatus, 21, 8). 

 

People of God and house of God: the Church in Augustine's vision is therefore closely  

bound  to  the  concept  of   the  Body   of   Christ,  founded  on   the Christological 

reinterpretation of the Old Testament and on the sacramental life  centered on  the 

Eucharist, in  which the Lord gives   us  His  Body  and transforms us  into His  Body.  It 

is  then fundamental that the Church, the People of God in a Christological and not a 

sociological sense, be truly inserted into Christ, who,  as Augustine says in  a beautiful 

passage, "prays for us, prays in  us  and prays by us;  he  prays for us  as our priest, he  

prays in  us  as our head, and he prays by us as our God: let us therefore recognize him  

as our voice and ourselves as his"  (Enarrationes in Psalmos, 85, 1). 

 

At  the end  of the Apostolic  Letter  Augustinum Hipponensem, John Paul II wished to 

ask the Saint himself what he  would have to say to the people of today and answers first 

of all with the words Augustine entrusted to a letter dictated shortly after his  conversion: 

"It seems to me that the hope of finding the truth must be restored to humankind" 

(Epistulae, 1, 1); that truth which is Christ himself, true God,  to whom is  addressed one  

of the most beautiful prayers and most famous of the Confessions (X, 27,  38):  "Late 

have I loved you, beauty so old and so new:  late have I loved  you. And see, you were 

within and I was in  the external world and sought you  there, and in  my  unlovely state 

I plunged into those lovely  created things which you  made. You  were with me,  and I 

was not with you.  The  lovely  things kept me  far from you, though if they did  not have 

their existence in  you,  they had no  existence at all. "You called and cried aloud and 

shattered my deafness. You were radiant and resplendent, you  put to flight my  blindness. 

You  were fragrant, and I drew in my breath and now pant after you. I tasted you, and I 
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feel but hunger and thirst for you.  You touched me, and I am set on fire to attain the 

peace which is yours". 

 

Here then, Augustine encountered God  and throughout his  life  experienced him  to the 

point that this reality - which is  primarily his  meeting with a Person, Jesus - changed his  

life, as it changes the lives  of everyone, men and women, who  in  every age have the 

grace to encounter him. Let us  pray that the Lord will  grant us this grace and thereby 

enable us to find  his  peace." 
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SESSION FIFTEEN SELF-TEST: 

 

 

1.    What is theology? 

 

2.    Why is theology important in understanding Revelation? 

 

3.    How  does  the certainty of faith validate theological work? 

 

4.    Knowledge as the fruit of reason and as the specific fruit of faith - how do they 

differ? 

 

5.    The  work of reason and of faith - are they competitive, complementary, parallel 

or is one subordinate to the other? 

 

6.     What are the various orders of human knowledge?
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INDEX OF ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THIS WORK 

 

I   BIBLICAL ABBREVIATIONS 

 

Old Testament 

 

Gen: Genesis  

Ex: Exodus  

Lev: Leviticus  

Num: Numbers 

Deut: Deuteronomy 

Josh: Joshua  

Judg: Judges  

Ruth: Ruth 

1 Sam: 1 Samuel 

2 Sam: 2 Samuel 

1 Kings: 1 Kings 

2 Kings: 2 Kings 

1 Chron: 1 Chronicles 

2 Chron: 2 Chronicles 

Ezra: Ezra 

Neh: Nehemiah 

Tob: Tobit  

Jud: Judith  

Esther: Esther  

Job: Job 

Ps: Psalms 

Prov: Proverbs  

Eccles: Ecclesiastes  

Song: Song of Solomon  

Wis: Wisdom 

Sir: Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)  

Is: Isaiah 

Jer: Jeremiah 

Lam: Lamentations 

Bar: Baruch  

Ezek: Ezekiel  

Dan: Daniel  

Hos: Hosea  

Joel: Joel  

Amos: Amos  

Obad: Obadiah  

Jon: Jonah 

Mic: Micah  

Nahum: Nahum  

Hab: Habakkuk  

Zeph: Zephaniah  

Hag: Haggai 

Zech: Zechariah 

Mal: Malachi 

1 Mac: 1 Maccabees 

2 Mac: 2 Maccabees 

 

New Testament 

 

Mt: Matthew  

Mk: Mark  

Lk: Luke 

Jn: John 

Acts: Acts of the Apostles 

Rom: Romans 

1 Cor: 1 Corinthians 

2 Cor: 2 Corinthians 

Gal: Galatians  

Eph: Ephesians  

Phil: Philippians  

Col: Colossians 

1 Thess: 1 Thessalonians 

2 Thess: 2 Thessalonians 

1 Tim: 1 Timothy 

2 Tim: 2 Timothy 

Tit: Titus 

Philem: Philemon 

Heb: Hebrews 

Jas: James 

1 Pet: 1 Peter 

2 Pet: 2 Peter 

1 Jn: 1 John 

2 Jn: 2 John 

3 Jn: 3 John 

Jude: Jude 

Rev: Revelation (Apocalypse) 
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AG: Second Vatican Council, Decree on missionary activity in the Church Ad Gentes (7 

December 1965) 

 

CCC: Catechism of the Catholic Church (11 October 1992) 

 

CT:  John Paul II,  Apostolic  Exhortation Catechesi Tradendae (16  October 

1979):  AAS 71 (1979), pp. 1277-1340. 

 

FD:  John Paul II,  Apostolic Constitution Fidei Depositum (11 October 1992) AAS 86 

(1994)  pp. 113-118 

 

DI:  Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: Declaration 

"Dominus Iesus" on the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church. 

June 8, 2000. 

 

DH:  Second Vatican  Council, Declaration  on  Religious Liberty, Dignitatis 

Humanae (7 December 1965) 

 

DS: H. Denzinger-A Schonmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum Definitionum et 

Declarationum de Rebus Fidei et Morum, Editio XXXV, Rome  1973 

 

DV: Second Vatican Council, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation Dei 

Verbum (18 November 1965) 

 

GDC: Congregation for Clergy, General Directory for Catechesis (17 April 

1998) 

 

GS: Second Vatican Council, Pastoral Constitution The Church in the Modern 

World. Gaudium et Spes  (7 December 1965) 

 

LG:  Second Vatican Council, Dogmatic  Constitution on  the Church Lumen 

Gentium (21 November 1944) 

 

RM:  John Paul II,  Encyclical Letter Redemptoris Missio (7 December 1990): AAS 83 

(1991), pp. 249-340 

 

STh:  St. Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologiae 

 

UR:      Second     Vatican     Council,     Decree     on      Ecumenism Unitatis 

Redintegratio (21 November 1964) 


