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Introduction
The authority of mystery is a phrase used by Pope Benedict XVI to describe the
power of the divine liturgy. For us, it is also a good way to understand the broader
relationship between the Word of God and the people of God, the Church. The
Church is born under the authority of mystery. It bears witness to the mystery of
the incarnation, the mystery of the Word of God made flesh. This Word, Jesus
Christ, discloses the face of the Father and the mystery of his will, the plan of the
mystery hidden for all ages.
The mystery of God is his loving plan of salvation—to share his life with
his people by means of a new covenant, making them divine sons and daughters
in his Church, the kingdom of God. This mystery forms the content of the canon
of sacred Scripture. The Bible narrates the slow unfolding of the mystery in history, culminating in the paschal mystery—the passion, death, and resurrection of
Christ. This mystery is remembered and celebrated through scriptural words and
signs in the Church’s liturgy. And this mystery is the source and purpose of the
sacred mysteries—the sacraments of the Church, by which God establishes and
renews his covenant with each believer.
Understood in this light, there is an indivisible unity between the Word of
God and the people of God. The Word—made flesh in Christ and spoken in the
human language of Scripture—cannot be known or understood apart from the
Church. All the interlocking organs of the Church’s tradition—apostolic succession, the canon, the rule of faith, the teaching office, the divine liturgy and sacraments—serve the Church’s mission of protecting and proclaiming the Word.
Beginning as long ago as the Reformation and the Enlightenment, this
original understanding ceased to be normative. Indeed, the separation, if not the
outright opposition of Word and Church, is a philosophical presupposition of
the modern age. This has resulted in no end of trouble. Cut off from the Church,
there is no necessary relationship between Christ and the words we read in the
Bible or hear in the liturgy. What Christ really said—if he really said anything at
all—and what his words might mean for us today, are subjects of endless debates
and theorizing, carried out in pulpits, classrooms, and academic journals.
This is why biblical interpretation is such a flashpoint in our time. How to
read the Bible is, at bottom, a question about the identity of Jesus. Is he Jesus of
Nazareth only, or is he also the Christ, the Son of the living God? Did he have
a divine mission to reveal the mystery of God, or was he only a man like others?
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Does he remain among us in sacrament and liturgy? Is he the way, the truth, and
the life, the same yesterday, today, and forever?
The modern crisis of christological belief, rooted in the crisis of biblical
interpretation, has been the keen concern of Pope Benedict, even long before his
now-famous Erasmus Lecture of 1988. It is telling—and unprecedented—that he
spoke at length about biblical interpretation in the most symbolic of his papal inaugural statements, his homily upon assuming the chair of the Bishop of Rome.
The life’s work of the former Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger casts a long shadow
over this issue of Letter & Spirit. This is not out of any superficial fealty to the
new pontiff; it is, rather, in recognition that his scholarship represents some of the
deepest and finest thinking available on this, the most fundamental of the issues
facing the Church today.

Dei Verbum and the “Hermeneutics of Continuity”
In “Vatican II and the Interpretation of Sacred Scripture,” Cardinal Avery
Dulles, S. J., begins with a long and pointed quote from Benedict, concerning the
misrepresentations of Dei Verbum, the Second Vatican Council’s document on
divine revelation. In the post-conciliar period, prominent voices claimed that Dei
Verbum, in sharp departure from Church tradition, had exalted historical-critical
methods as the privileged means for studying and interpreting the sacred page.
Such claims, of course, mark a serious distortion, as Cardinal Dulles demonstrates
in his careful, illuminating rereading of the document.
The Council actually taught that Scripture must be understood in light of its
unique nature, as both a human document and the inspired Word of God. This led
the Council to posit three “norms” (which the Catechism would later call “criteria”)
for interpretation—the unity of Scripture, the tradition of the Church, and the
analogy of faith, that is, the consistency of the scriptural witness with the Church’s
dogmas, doctrines, and liturgy. In this, the Council was in faithful conformity to
the traditional teaching and practice of the Church. As Cardinal Dulles points out,
Dei Verbum affirms and clarifies the essential unity of Scripture and the Church’s
tradition, especially its magisterium.
Although Cardinal Dulles does not here allude to his earlier work, we see his
article as part of his larger contribution to the dialogue on Vatican II’s reception
and implementation. Cardinal Dulles advances in these pages a reading of Dei
Verbum according to a “hermeneutic of continuity,” that presumes the “diachronic
solidarity of the Council with the whole Catholic tradition.” He focuses attention
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on the copious references the Council fathers make to the teachings of the popes,
the Church fathers, and earlier Church councils. As he has argued elsewhere, appealing to Cardinal John Henry Newman’s Essay on the Development of Christian
Doctrine (1854), those who abandon a hermeneutic of continuity “usually end up
by abandoning the supernatural claims of Christianity—a phenomenon that is no
less common today than it was in Newman’s day.”
We would assert that this is precisely what happened in the post-conciliar
period. Those who interpreted Dei Verbum as being in “discontinuity” with the
great tradition of the Church, wound up abandoning the supernatural claims the
Church makes for Scripture; as a result, the Bible was reduced to the status of
an ancient literary text. Cardinal Dulles’ essay restores the understanding of Dei
Verbum in light of the Church’s constant tradition. And on the grounds of that
tradition, he seeks to unite theologians and scholars in the service of the Church’s
mission—of opening up the Word of God, so that the people of God might be
“more responsive to the voice of the Holy Spirit and more faithful to the Lord.”
Mary Healy is also interested in the reception of Dei Verbum, especially its
stipulation that Scripture must be “read and interpreted according to the same
Spirit by whom it was written.” Her article, “Inspiration and Incarnation: The
Christological Analogy and the Hermeneutics of Faith,” highlights an important
legacy of the patristic interpretive tradition, as it is developed in Dei Verbum.
The “christological analogy” is the comparison drawn—by Church fathers
such as Chrysostom, Origen, and Ignatius—between the incarnation of Christ
as “true God and true man,” and the Scriptures as God’s Word spoken in human
language. In Christ, God came among us like a man in all things except sin; in
Scripture he gives us his word in language that is like our own in all things except
for error. As the incarnation marked a loving “condescension” of God in order to
reveal himself, so too the giving of Scripture is an act of loving solicitude.
Writing in the late patristic era, Archbishop Rabanus Maurus of Mainz expressed this analogy beautifully: “As in these last times the Word of God, clothed
with flesh taken from the Virgin Mary, has come forth into this world, though
there is one element in him that is visible and another that is hidden, even so, when
the Word of God is set before men by prophet or legislator, it is set forth in befitting garments, the letter being visible like the flesh of Christ, while the spiritual
meaning is hidden within, like his divinity.”
too, is a critical concern of Pope Benedict, who has spoken of the need for a correct “hermeneutic”
with which to read the Council’s documents, contrasting a “hermeneutic of discontinuity and
rupture” with a “‘hermeneutic of reform,’ of renewal in continuity.” See his Address to the
Roman Curia Offering them his Christmas Greetings (December 22, 2005), at www.vatican.va/
holy_father/benedict_xvi/ speeches/2005 /december/documents/hf_ben_xvi_spe_20051222_
roman-curia_en.html.
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This analogy, as Healy points out, is taught by Pope Pius XII and taken
up in similar language by Dei Verbum. With appeals to papal teachings, Thomas
Aquinas, and the Catechism, Healy unpacks the analogy’s interpretive implications
for exegetes and theologians. She brings to light a crucial and often overlooked
dimension of the Church’s teaching—the “sacramentality” of Scripture, its power
not only to signify the words and events of salvation history, but also to make these
saving events real and present in our lives.

A “Scriptural Catechesis”
John C. Cavadini, in “The Use of Scripture in the Catechism of the Catholic
Church,” takes up the question of Vatican II’s pastoral and catechetical realization.
He compares the Roman Catechism, issued after the Council of Trent (1545–1563),
with the current Catechism, the first to be published since Trent, and expressly
“prepared following the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council.” He sees considerable development since Trent, reflecting Vatican II’s integration of historical and
literary scholarship with a recovery of the “scriptural rhetoric of the fathers.”
Cavadini acknowledges that his particular subject is also of great importance to Pope Benedict, whom he quotes as saying, “there has never been until
now a catechism so thoroughly formed by the Bible.” Cavadini’s attentive reading
of the Catechism’s christological catechesis provides rich confirmation of this. The
Catechism itself interprets Scripture according to Dei Verbum’s three norms—the
unity of Scripture, the tradition of the Church, and the rule of faith. And Cavadini
finds ample evidence that the Catechism quietly deploys the findings of historical
and literary research to clarify teachings and to advance its “evangelical” goals.
Scripture is not simply used as a “proof-text” for Catholic dogmas and doctrines, Cavadini argues; rather, Scripture forms the very substance of the teaching.
What we have in the Catechism is “a scriptural catechesis, a catechesis carried out not
simply with the support of the words of Scripture, but in the words of Scripture
. . . so that it almost becomes a kind of glossed scriptural proclamation.”
Cavadini notes the ease with which the Catechism weaves “scriptural tapestries” and the natural “interplay between the threads drawn from Scripture and
threads drawn from traditional sources—the creeds, the writings of the fathers,
and the teachings of the Church councils.”
In its scriptural catechesis and its weaving of Scripture and tradition, the
Catechism recovers the ancient mystagogical methods of the Church fathers; these
methods were likewise shaped by the letter and spirit of sacred Scripture. The
Scriptum in the Fathers,” Journal of Theological Studies, New Series 6 (1955), 87–90, at 87.
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Catechism, then, is a model for what Cavadini calls a “critically aware scriptural
catechesis,” that draws its content from the Word of God, as it is transmitted in
Scripture, the liturgy, and the teachings of the Church.

The Liturgical Mystery and the Mystery of God
David Fagerberg taps into the rich treasures of eastern Catholicism and
Orthodoxy to show how Scripture, liturgy, and theology are inseparably united in
the task of revealing the mystery of God and transacting the “deification” of the
believer.
His “Theologia Prima: The Liturgical Mystery and the Mystery of God”
reminds us that Scripture was never meant to be understood solely as a narrative
history of God’s dealings with humanity. As the Word of God, it is meant to be
read in the Spirit, as a divine solicitation, an invitation for the hearer of the Word
to enter into that history and to be filled with the divine life that reveals itself
through that history.
This is the intention, also, of the divine liturgy. Fagerberg argues that, through
the sacraments, everything in God’s creation, “is destined for liturgical fulfillment.”
In the Church’s divine liturgy, the trinitarian mystery of God is made present in
our midst in the communion of heaven and earth. Speaking in the language of the
saints and mystics, Fagerberg wants us to see liturgy as “our trysting place with
God,” the site where the believer embraces “God, our divine lover.” Theology, too,
he argues, is at the service of the mystery of God. It is intended to be conceived
as a spiritual science, nourished by prayer, in which the grammar learned in the
Scriptures and the liturgy comes to reshape our souls in the image of Christ.
In his contribution, “The Lord’s Prayer and the New Exodus,” Brant Pitre
offers an important new interpretation of this prayer, which is the centerpiece of
Christian identity and devotion, and has been called the summary of the Gospel.
It has long been observed that Christian prayer is scriptural prayer. That
means that, especially through the psalms and the prayer Jesus taught his disciples,
we respond to the Word of God using the very words of God given in Scripture.
Pitre shows us how the Lord’s Prayer, itself, is composed of an intricate layer of
biblical quotes and allusions to the events and promises of Old Testament salvation history. Building on the exegetical intuitions of such scholars as Raymond
Brown and N. T. Wright, Pitre argues that Jesus is teaching his followers to pray
for “the fulfillment of all God’s covenant promises to Israel and the world.”
He explores the deep Old Testament language and imagery underlying
nearly every word and phrase in Jesus’ prayer. He demonstrates that the prayer
reflects a “typological” understanding of Scripture—the belief, found already in
the Old Testament, that God’s actions in the future will parallel and echo his
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actions in the past. Specifically, Jesus is appealing to the prophets’ hopes for a “new
Exodus”—a restoration of Israel from exile, and a reestablishment of the kingdom
of David. This new Exodus would follow the same pattern as the original Exodus
of the Israelites from Egypt. In this important article, Pitre has prepared the way
for a profound spiritual exegesis of the Lord’s Prayer, one that would establish the
Exodus as a paradigm and pattern for the spiritual life of the believer.

The Full Flowering of Biblical Renewal
This issue of Letter & Spirit comes full circle in the contribution of Scott W. Hahn,
“The Authority of Mystery: The Biblical Theology of Benedict XVI.” This is the
first major study of Benedict’s thought since he assumed his papal office and it is
the first to emphasize how the content and method of Scripture determines the
content and method of Benedict’s theology.
“There is no other Catholic theologian in the last century, if ever, whose
theology is as highly developed and integrated in explicitly biblical terms,” Hahn
concludes. “We would be hard pressed to find another thinker who has so allowed
sacred Scripture to shape and direct his theologizing.” Hahn argues that Benedict’s
command of the biblical texts, the patristic interpretive tradition, and the findings
of historical and literary scholarship, represents the full flowering of the Catholic
biblical renewal promoted by the popes and culminating in Dei Verbum.
We are also proud to present in this issue two fine exegetical studies. James
Swetnam, S. J., argues that the final chapter of Hebrews can only be understood
fully in light of the early Christian liturgy. He demonstrates a close connection between the “sacrifice of praise” (Heb. 13:15) and the ancient Israelites’ todah sacrifice,
which offered thanks to God for saving the believer from some life-threatening
circumstance. Swetnam also detects a liturgical pattern in this chapter that is remarkably similar to the canon or Eucharistic Prayer found in the Latin Rite Mass.
Swetnam’s study deepens our understanding of the Jewish roots of the Eucharist
and, at the same time, has important implications for further study of the structure and development of Christian liturgy. Pablo Gadenz offers a detailed literary
analysis of Romans 9:24–29, a complex and difficult passage that has ramifications
for understanding the New Testament teaching on the salvation of Israel and the
nations. Gadenz sheds new light on this critical text by examining Paul’s use of
Jewish exegetical techniques, and his nuanced appeal to Old Testament prophetic
texts.
“A New Spiritual Springtime”
In our Tradition & Traditions section, we retrieve four seminal works that we feel
can help contribute to the restoration and renewal of the ancient way of reading the
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Bible from “the heart of the Church.” This renewal is one of the primary purposes
of this journal.
Pope Benedict has asserted that a return to the ancient practice of lectio
divina would bring to the Church “a new spiritual springtime.” With this in mind,
we specially commissioned, for this volume, the first new scholarly translation in
twenty-five years of the Scala Claustralium by Guigo II (d. 1188), the classic text on
lectio divina.
Lectio divina is the prayerful study of Scripture that brings about an intimate
dialogue between the reader and the divine Word that speaks in its pages; or, as
Guigio says, lectio divina aims to have the reader feed on the bread of the Word,
to “taste the joys of eternal sweetness.” In this excellent new translation, Jeremy
Holmes highlights the rich biblical substratum of Guigo’s language and argument.
Lectio divina is shown to be a means of entering into Christ’s thoughts and sentiments, as they are communicated in the words of sacred Scripture.10
Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905–1988) provides a deep, penetrating meditation on the relation of Scripture and tradition.11 Scripture is the written Word
that testifies to the Word made flesh. Balthasar sees that “Scripture is itself tradition,” a gift of the Bridegroom to his bride, the Church. Christ comes among us as
the “compendium of all the Scriptures,” and he delivers himself, as Eucharist and
Scripture, to the Church until the end of the age. By these means of the Church’s
living tradition, Christ remains “present in the Church as the one, ever active,
unchanging life.”
The contribution from Jean Cardinal Daniélou, S. J. (1905–1974) is perhaps
the finest treatment of the relationship between biblical salvation history and the
sacramental liturgy.12 Through a detailed study of the patristic legacy, especially
the use of typology in ancient mystagogical, or baptismal instructions, Cardinal
Daniélou shows how the sacraments continue and actualize, in the era of the
Church, God’s saving acts recorded in the Old and New Testaments. As a result,


Address to the Participants in the International Congress Organized to Commemorate the
Fortieth Anniversary of the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation “Dei Verbum”
(September 16, 2005), in L’Osservatore Romano, Weekly Edition in English (September 21, 2005),
7.

10 Pope Benedict XVI, Reflection on the Opening of the Eleventh Ordinary General Assembly of
the Synod of Bishops (October, 3, 2005), in L’Osservatore Romano, Weekly Edition in English
(October 12, 2005), 7.
11 The selection published in this volume is excerpted from Balthasar, The Word Made Flesh,
Explorations in Theology 1 (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989 [first German edition, 1960]), 11-26.
Used by permission of Ignatius Press.
12 This text, which dates to the 1950s, is widely available on the internet and elsewhere. However,
for this issue, we have corrected several errors in the original text and added several explanatory
footnotes to increase its value to contemporary students of Scripture and the liturgy.
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the Church’s “liturgy is the mistress of exegesis,” because in the liturgy the true
purpose and meaning of the Scriptures is brought to light and made actual in the
lives of believers.
Finally, Christoph Cardinal Schönborn, O.P. (b. 1945) retrieves the patristic notion of the relation between the Church and the biblical kingdom of God.13
This essay is a classic rereading of Lumen Gentium, Vatican II’s constitution on
the Church, in which Cardinal Schönborn retracts positions he once held. He
demonstrates that the Council, in continuity with the Church fathers, believed
“the pilgrim Church is nothing other than the ‘kingdom of heaven’ that Christ has
established on earth.”
This understanding of the Church as the kingdom of God was another
casualty of the “hermeneutic of discontinuity.” As Cardinal Schönborn shows,
distortions of the Council’s teaching resulted in the secularization and politicization of Jesus’ message about the kingdom. As such, Cardinal Schönborn’s study
makes an important contribution, not only to ecclesiology, but to christology and
eschatology, as well.

Awe, Obedience, and the Antichrist
The contributions to this volume of Letter & Spirit testify to the authority of mystery that lies at the heart of the relationship between the Bible and the Church, the
Word of God and the people of God.
This relationship is glimpsed in the beautiful painting on our cover, made in
the 1430s by the Blessed Fra Angelico, the great early-Renaissance painter.14 He
depicts St. Peter preaching the Word in a crowded marketplace, while the disciple
Mark, in the lower left, faithfully writes it down. In the San Marco Convent in
Florence, Italy, this painting is found at the base of an altarpiece adorning the
Linaiuoli tabernacle. The main image in the altarpiece is of the Virgin presenting
the infant Jesus, who stands in her lap in a gesture of blessing. Alongside the image
of Peter and Mark in the altarpiece are two further paintings—one of the Magi
adoring the infant Jesus, and the other portraying Mark’s martyrdom.
Taken together, in this altarpiece we see the Church born under the authority of mystery. The apostles considered themselves servants of the Word, entrusted
by Christ himself with a “divine office . . . to make the Word of God fully known,
the mystery hidden for ages and generations” (Col. 1:25–26). They were ministers
13 The selection published in this volume is excerpted from Schönborn, From Death to Life: The
Christian Journey, trans. Brian McNeil, (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1995 [1988]), 65-98. Used by
permission of Ignatius Press.
14 “Saint Peter Dictating the Gospel of Saint Mark,” from the predella of the Linaiuoli altarpiece,
1433–1435. Photo Credit: Nicolo Orsi Battaglini / Art Resource, NY. Used by permission.
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of the Word of truth, the gospel of salvation, and stewards of the mysteries, the
sacraments.
As we see in Acts and the New Testament epistles, the apostles spoke and
wrote under the influence of God, with words taught by the Spirit. They proclaimed the mystery of the incarnation—of the virgin birth of the Word made
flesh. He was the newborn king of the Jews, whom the Magi discovered prophesied
in the Scriptures of God’s chosen people. The apostles proclaimed Christ to be the
fulfillment of those Scriptures, and they wrote that all might believe and have life
in him; that like the Magi, every knee might bow to his name and every tongue
confess that he is Lord.
The apostles protected the Word from false interpretations, again under
the guidance of the Spirit. And by the true Word they proclaimed, the sick were
healed, the dead raised, and lives transformed. Those in the marketplace and the
synagogue who accepted the Word—not as the word of men but as what it really is,
the Word of God—received new life in the sacraments. As Peter said to the newly
baptized, “You have been born anew . . . through the living and abiding Word of
God” (1 Pet. 2:23). This was the reason the Word was made flesh and dwelt among
us. This was the reason the Word of Scripture was given to us by servants like
Peter, Mark, and Paul—all of whom shed their blood to hand this Word on to us.
The Word continues to abide in the Church, which remains his servant,
under the authority of mystery. That the mystery of God has authority, implies
that the Church must be obedient to the Word and allow the Word to direct
and shape its life. Obedience to the Word, in turn, must characterize the attitude
of the scholar and the student of the sacred page, as it must every believer. The
contributions to this volume would suggest that authentic understanding and
interpretation only emerges in discipleship—through giving oneself in trusting
obedience to the Word and the mystery the Word unveils. “We have to enter into
a relationship of awe and obedience toward the Bible,” Pope Benedict has written.15
The crisis in biblical interpretation, and the resulting crisis of faith in Christ, comes
because many scholars and teachers have lost this sense of awe and obedience.
Benedict sometimes points ironically to a prophetic story by Vladimir
Soloviev about the coming of the Antichrist. In the tale, the Antichrist’s work
in theology and exegesis earns him an honorary doctorate from the renowned
University of Tübingen.16 It is sobering, too, to recall that one of the devil’s temptations of Christ, turns on the devil’s interpretation of a messianic psalm.17
15 A New Song for the Lord, 50.
16 See, for instance, Joseph Ratzinger, On the Way to Jesus Christ, trans. Michael Miller (San
Francisco: Ignatius, 2005 [German ed.: 2004]), 91–92.
17 See Matt. 4:5–7.
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The separation of the Word of God from the people of God results, almost
as a matter of course, in the denial that Jesus is the Christ, whose coming is the
object and hope of the Scriptures. Benedict suggests that this may be the original
New Testament meaning of the term, noting that John “calls those who deny that
Jesus is the Christ, antichrists . . . to be against Jesus as the Christ, to deny him the
predicate ‘Christ.’”18
The crisis in biblical interpretation manifests itself today as a crisis in the
image and identity of Jesus Christ. It is, then, a crisis of truth—the truth about
history and the destiny of each individual. Thus, it becomes urgent to restore the
authority of mystery, the indissoluble unity of the Word of God and the people of
God. We hope that this volume, in which we take up the intellectual and spiritual
project of Pope Benedict, might make some small contribution to the cause.

18 A New Song for the Lord, 30. See 1 John 2:18,22; 4:3.

