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DIREZIONE GENERALE OPERE DON BOSCO

Via della Pisana 1111 - 00163 Roma

Il Consigliere generale per la formazione

“To do and study theology

 after the Synod of Bishops on the Word of God”
Inaugural Lecture for the beginning of the academic year at S.H.College 
Shillong, 6th August, 2009

The ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops held at Rome from 5-26 October 2008 had the theme: The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church. One of its central themes was regarding the importance of Holy Scripture and its correct interpretation. Such importance is founded on the fact that “all that the inspired authors or hagiographers state is to be considered as said by the Holy Spirit, the invisible and transcendent Author.”
 It is in fact because of the divine inspiration that the Sacred Scriptures “teach firmly, faithfully and without error, that truth which God for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the sacred Scriptures” (DV,n.11).
1. Separation between exegesis and theology

The fundamental problem to which the Synod calls the attention of the whole Church and especially of Biblists and theologians is then that of establishing a right approach to sacred Scripture – an approach that is definitely capable of overcoming the devastating division/separation between Scripture and theology, to cross that is, from Biblicism to the Realism of faith.

In an extraordinary intervention at the Synod on 14th October 2008, Pope Benedict spoke of the relationship that exists between theology and exegesis, a relationship that in these days appears to be particularly problematic. In fact, it has to do with a problem that stretches across the whole history of Christian thought, and which seems to become more acute in the present zeal for Biblical studies.

In the same intervention the Holy Father observes: “Dei Verbum 12 offers two methodological indications for an adequate exegetical task. In the first place it confirms the necessity of using the historical-critical method (…) The historical fact is a constitutive dimension of the Christian faith. The history of salvation is not mythology, but a true story, and is therefore to be studied using the methods of serious historical research.” “Nevertheless”, the Pontiff goes on to say, “this story has another dimension, that of divine action. Consequently Dei Verbum speaks of a second methodological level necessary for a just interpretation of the words which are at the same time human words and Divine Word. The council says that the Scripture is to be interpreted in the same spirit in which it was written, and therefore indicates three fundamental methodological elements in order to take into account the divine pneumatological dimension of the Bible. 1)One should therefore, interpret the text, keeping in mind the unity of the entirety of Scripture (…) 2) Take into account the living tradition of the whole Church, and finally 3)must observe the analogy of faith, be it the cohesion of particular truths of faith among themselves and with the whole plan of salvation, be it the fullness of the divine economy contained in it.
 

Only where the two methodological levels, both historical-critical and theological are observed, can one speak of theological exegesis, of an exegesis adequate to this Book. While at the first level, academic exegetical work is currently being done to an extremely high standard and provides us real help, the same cannot be said of the other level. Often this second level, the level consisting of the three theological elements mentioned in Dei Verbum, appear almost absent. And this has rather grave consequences.
 

Benedict XVI has not failed to indicate these rather grave consequences: The first consequence of the absence of this second methodological level is that the Bible becomes solely a history book. Moral implications can be drawn from it, history can be learned from it, but the Book as such speaks of history alone, and exegesis is no longer truly theological, but instead, becomes purely historiographical, literary history. This is the first consequence: the Bible remains in the past, speaks only of the past. The second consequence is even graver: where the hermeneutics of faith explained in Dei Verbum disappear, another type of hermeneutics will appear by necessity, a hermeneutics that is secularist, positivist, the key fundamental of which is the conviction that the Divine does not appear in human history. According to this hermeneutics, when there seems to be a divine element, the source of that impression must be explained, thus reducing everything to the human element. As a result it is the grounds for interpretations that deny the historicity of divine elements. Today the exegetical “mainstream” in Germany, for example, denies that the Lord instituted the Holy Eucharist and says that Jesus’ corpse remained in the tomb. The resurrection in this view would not have been a historical event, but a theological view. This happens because the hermeneutics of faith is missing: profane philosophical hermeneutics is affirmed instead, which deny the possibility of the entrance and presence of the Divine in history. The result of the absence of the second methodological level is what has created a profound fissure between scientific exegesis and Lectio Divina.”

The Holy Father concluded in the Synod hall saying: “When exegesis is not theological, Scripture cannot be the soul of theology and vice versa; when theology is not essentially scriptural interpretation within the Church, then this theology no longer has a foundation. Therefore, for the life and mission of the Church, for the future of faith, it is absolutely necessary to overcome this dualism between exegesis and theology (…) It will therefore be crucial to expand formation of future exegetes in this sense, so as to truly open the treasures of Scripture to today’s world and to all of us.
 

The Pope has also asked that “one of the propositions of the synod treat of the necessity of keeping in mind within exegesis the two methodological levels mentioned in Dei Verbum n.12, where it speaks of the need to develop not only a historical, but also a theological exegesis.”
 Theology, he adds, is considered as “interpretation of Scripture in the Church.” If Sacred Scripture is to be read in a “Catholic way,”  then the whole tradition of the Church has to be brought into the picture. Exegesis and theology must have an ecclesial breath.

The Synod fathers satisfied the desire of the Pope by formulating a good three such propositions among the fifty five consigned at the end of the work of the Synod. These propositions speak of the necessity of two levels of exegetical research, of the urgency of widening the perspectives of the actual exegetical studies, of the need to overcome the dualism between exegesis and theology. We are here referring to propositions numbers 25, 26 and 27. In particular proposition n.27 speaks of “the necessity of overcoming the dualism between exegesis and theology.” “A clearer and more harmonious collaboration” is called for from the exegetes and theologians for the mission of the Church and for the future of faith. Without the Word of God, theology will lack its essential foundation, but without theology the understanding of the Word of God will be without a fundamental and necessary complement.

Already before the Synod, the publication of Jesus of Nazareth
 of Joseph Ratzinger – Benedict XVI, had marked a decisive stage in this urgent itinerary of “unity between exegesis and theology.”As I see, the original proposal of the Pope’s book consisted in integrating the historical-critical method - meritorious, indispensable, but insufficient by itself – with some new criteria, matured especially in the last two decades in various catholic ambience of theological-biblical research.

The “new criteria” singled out by the Pope were especially the following: A substantial confidence in the historical reliability of the New Testament data, in opposition to methodical distrust/suspicion; a vigorous vindication of the unity and continuity of the Old and New Testaments, a more ‘ecclesial’ hermeneutics docile to the living tradition of the Church and the magisterium of the fathers considered the first interpreters of Scripture; greater attention to the so called “analogia fidei”, that is, to the internal harmony and the reciprocal relationship of various elements of faith: thus no part of the Scriptures can be correctly interpreted apart from its living context which has been stabilized by the faith of the Church, the faith in Jesus Christ, the one Saviour of the world.

This new method which the Pope defined as “canonical exegesis,” made it possible for him to “present the Jesus of the Gospels as the real Jesus, as the ‘historical Jesus’ in the true and proper sense.” In this way there is no more division/separation whatsoever between Jesus of Nazareth and the Christ of faith: there is only one most real Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God become incarnate for our salvation. Taking a closer look, the intervention of Pope Benedict XVI to the 14th Assembly of the Synod, introduces an important element of novelty with regard to Jesus of Nazareth. Here, in fact, the Pope assumes the ‘new criteria’ of ‘canonical exegesis’ to ground a true and proper ‘theological exegesis.’
2. Unity between exegesis and theology

To be able to do and study theology today, after the Synod on the Word of God, and therefore to be able to overcome the separation between exegesis and theology, I propose three basic approaches which are valid both for teachers and students: to assume fully the theological perspective of Dei Verbum; to identify a new rapport between exegesis and theology; to make daily meditation utilizing the ‘lectio divina’ method.

2.1. Dei Verbum

The preoccupation about the separation between Biblical exegesis and theology finds expression also in the Pope’s address to the members of the Pontifical Biblical Commission on last 23rd April.
 Here the Holy Father has expressed more clearly his thinking about the ecclesial aspect of exegesis, highlighting the role of the Magistero and the Living Tradition of the Church. In this regard he said: “to respect the coherence of the faith of the Church, the catholic exegete must be attentive to perceive the Word of God in these texts, right within the same faith of the Church.” “This norm” he added, “is decisive for specifying the correct and reciprocal relationship between exegesis and the Church’s Teaching Authority. The catholic exegete sees oneself not only as a member of the scientific community, but also and above all, as member of the community of believers of all times.”

Concerning the relationship between Tradition and Scripture, the Pontiff referred to the teaching of Dei Verbum 9, well anchored in the tradition of the Church: “Sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture, then, are bound closely together, 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. Sacred Scripture is the speech of God as it is put down in writing under the breath of the Holy Spirit. And 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. Thus it comes about that the Church does not draw her certainty about all revealed truths from the holy Scriptures alone. Hence both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honored with equal feelings of devotion and reverence.”

With regard to these three elements – Sacred Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium of the Church, the repeated verification by Dei Verbum 10 may appear imperious: “Sacred Tradition and sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit of the Word of God, which is entrusted to the Church(...). But the task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its written form or in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone. Its authority in this matter is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ. (…)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.”

The dogmatic constitution of Vatican Council II ‘Dei Verbum’ has not yet been fully absorbed. Its theological perspectives are full of useful indications for overcoming the actual problems of the relationship between exegesis and theology. The post-synodal exhortation about the Synod on the Word of God can help us to rediscover them. It can favour a new vision of exegesis as an ecclesial task, in relation to the Tradition and Magisterium of the Church.

2.2. The new Rapport between exegesis and theology

Exegesis is the first task that imposes itself on the scholar to grasp the exact significance of the letter of Scripture. It is a task that avails of all assistance of a technical-scientific nature that is used in such types of research. It is an indispensable work, to be able to understand in the best possible manner, the intention of the hagiographer, and thus, of the principal author of Scripture. It is a research not wanting in difficulties, as is shown by the diverse interpretations of authors, even the more prepared ones. It is an analysis linked to the text, from which the exegete does not look away. 

Also Biblical theology finds itself essentially in the same conditions. It “proposes to organize in a coherent, harmonious and intelligible synthesis, the message of Scripture, be it in part or in totality, be it in one book or a particular author(…) Understood in this sense, biblical theology stands between exegesis and speculative theology. It is not the scope of exegesis to determine the accurate meaning of the sacred text. On the other hand, it is not even of speculative theology because the synthesis that it does, does not emerge from biblical categories.” This is a precious and interesting unification, a true and proper “reductio ad unum” most useful for the reader, but always with the eyes turned towards the text. It is a task that is fundamental but not sufficient.

Between the pages of Scripture and us there is the gap of many long ages. Without an eye for tradition, the Bible becomes simply a book of the past. From it can be drawn moral consequences, we can learn history, but the Book as such speaks only of the past, and the exegesis is not any more really theological, but remains purely historiography and history of literature. This lack of reality and of actualization in the present situation, deprives the Word of God of its permanent value, of its capacity to respond to the problems of the day.

The vision of systematic theology embraces the whole horizon within which is contained the Church’s thinking, naturally respecting the various competencies that belong to particular sections: apostolic Tradition that in reality coincides with the Bible; ecclesial tradition that refers itself to liturgy, patristic and scholastic material and the Magistero; attention to the signs of the times to illumine, interpret and purify them in the light of what has always been the faith of the Church. All the voices that come from the past are gathered together, to arrive at a conclusion by recourse to a reflection of the systematic kind, which is capable of presenting the ancient truth according to the demands and expectations of contemporary man.

Two orientations constantly guide the theologian’s path: if one were to limit oneself to  gathering only the voices of the past, one would do history but not theology; if one were to want to move into the future without having one’s feet firmly planted on the solid ground of unbroken tradition, one would prophecy without any basis, entirely personal musings, interesting when required, but certainly not a theological work worthy of that name. We need fidelity to the past and at the same time attention to the present: two tasks not always easily realizable among themselves. It was exactly in this sense that Y.Congar had defined the theologian as “an impossible man.” Theology is not unproductive repetition of the past, but ever-renewed effort to bring to people of all times and places, a message that transcends time and remains ever effectual in situations that change.
2.3. Lectio Divina

It is not possible to have a living and real contact with Sacred Scripture, without prayerfully reading it, without daily “lectio divina.” This is the way that the Fathers had proposed to listen to sacred Scripture as the Word of God and to examine it on the demands it makes on us today. 

“I would like to evoke”, recommended Benedict XVI to the participants of the International Congress for the XL anniversary of the dogmatic constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, “the ancient tradition of lectio divina: the diligent reading of Sacred Scripture accompanied by prayer realizes that intimate colloquy in which, reading, one listens to God who speaks, and praying, responds to Him with trustful openness of heart (DV 25). This practice, if effectively promoted, will usher in to the Church – I am convinced of this – a new spiritual springtime. Claiming a sure place in the biblical pastoral field, lectio divina is therefore further encouraged, making use also of new carefully thought-out methods that keep pace with the times. It should never be forgotten that the Word of God is lamp for our steps and a light for our path.”
 

Many times the one who practices Lectio gains competence in the Biblical ambit, but much less in the Patristic ambit; and yet, it is precisely this last one that was the right context where ‘lectio divina’ developed and grew. It matters therefore to recover the attention given by the Fathers of the Church to the practice of ‘lectio;’ the historical itinerary of the lectio divina passes from an Origenarian direction to the monastic Rules till the time of Giugo II, prior of the Great Carthusian Monastery between 1174 and 1180. According to the Patristic model, the sacred text is read and meditated on – lectio e meditatio – then it opens up into prayer and conversion of life – oratio e contemplatio.

I conclude this inaugural address with two marvelous quotations from the Fathers, which better than any other speech, clarifies the promise and the siginificance of the lectio divina. Daily practice of this will make us all, teachers and students, capable of drawing near to Scripture in a keen manner, of knowing how to value exegesis, and also of knowing how to carry out a valid theological task. 

“Try with all your strength to apply yourselves diligently, rather, constantly, to sacred reading, so that this meditation may permeate your soul and form it, so to say, in its image. Reading thus will make of your soul a new Ark of the Covenant, which will preserve within it, the two tablets of Stone, signifying, the eternal firmness of the one and the other Testaments.”
 

“What the Old Testament had promised, the New Testament makes us see, that which the Old announced in a hidden way, the New proclaims openly as present. Therefore the OT is prophecy of the NT, and the best commentary/exposition of the Old Testament is the New Testament.”
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