A Catholic Approach to the
Bible
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If a reasonably well-instructed Catholic were asked to say what the
New Testament meant to him, his answer might be somewhat %
follows: The New Testament is a highly interpretative but historicat
true account first of what Jesus Christ was and said and did, second!}
of the effect which this had and continues to have on his believers, &
mankind in general and on the powers of heaven and earth, thircll)’_o
the final consummation of Christ’s work and Christ’s words, in which
this present age will one day be terminated. The divine meaning ©
what Jesus was and said and did explicitates itself through the hllf?‘_m
faculties of his own chosen teachers by the power of the Holy Spirte
The divine truth that is Jesus Christ projects itself beyond the spa“,
time dimension of his earthly life into the transcendent dimension &
written words on a page. In the New Testament the meaning of Jes*®
Christ as Saviour sharpens into a spearhead and thrusts as a prese”
reality into the lives of all generations until the end of the Wor™
challenging them, summoning them with the timeless and transce et
truth of his own Person offered eternally as their life and their light-
Moreover the New Testament is the Church’s book. For already !
the time the earliest of its writings was composed, numerous com{nfln
ities had emerged of those who believed the Gospel and were striving
to live their new faith. The New Testament enshrines the traditions o
which they lived. It was written in response to their needs, among theh 0
and for them. It was written by believers and worshippers, by men ¥ .
felt themselves deeply and personally involved in their own message’
who believed that they themselves had been saved from eter®:
and destined to eternal heaven by the historical events which ch);
recorded. In that important sense the New Testament is their boo%s * -
‘prayer-book of the primitive Church’. The early Christian com® ',
ities springing up first at Jerusalem, then at Antioch, and then tl‘ffougc |
out the Roman Empire, were striving to respond to a single hlstorf; st
event. What Jesus was, what he did and what he taught, these *
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Christians had received from ‘eye-witnesses and ministers of the word’
g‘lk' I 2). And we receive it from them under God. We depend upon
¢m utterly for our knowledge of our Saviour. What the New Testa-
:nent fjaces and challenges our world with is a body of believers swiftly
vgﬁadmg thf‘oughout the Roman Empire, each individual member of
& ch has his gaze steadfastly fixed upon a human figure at a point
ghtly.further back in history—a point not directly visible to us.
s Urning now to the broader context of the Old Testament, the same
) rlltlal Structure can be seen. One of the first things one is compelled
o ecﬁgn}Zc about it is that it is only in the most superficial sense a book
accco ection of books. If one may generalize at all, it would be more
Whll'lrate to describe it as an intensely complex amalgam of traditions
ch have grown up layer upon layer over a period of about two
°u331‘1d troubled years. Within this amalgam a relatively small num-
tr?;ijo? tradition-nuclei’ can be discerned, round which the rest of the
. fon-material has accumulated in more or less meaningful patterns.
o ¢ more developed stages of this process one has of course to allow
) nlaiiutonomous productions of a more truly literary type. But the
g d%:m as a whole is immediate to history, possessed withits mysterious
act ess and strength, in a sense in which no purely literary pro-
" thlon’ ho mere book, could ever be. When we tum to the idea of
a t]fr ,We are compelled to make similar reservations. The term
Or" as applied to the earlier traditions of the Bible will be almost
eni:‘mngless unless we allow it to include in some sense the collective
& V1:1y » the group, which has lived through events conceived to be
histoc and WhJc_h has, by a process as complicated and indefinable as
memrby ltself, artlf:ul.ated its experience in the words of one or more of its
tomy ers. T'he biblical author then is not over against history, not auto-~
him us, withdrawn, independently creative. On the contrary he is
mself a part of the history; history articulates itself in and through
bug » The act of God, intrinsically meaningful as it is of the saving
Pose of God, thrusts into the dimension of his own existence and
o:::(%h and bc_yond his human faculties into the further dimension,
b, ess and timeless, of written words on a page. The Bible is not an
i e(.:t record ch saving history, Heilsgeschichte. The writing of the
. dils' tself an integral part of the Heilsgeschichte, the point at which
VIne purpose latent in the events themselves sharpens into a spear-

h 1
ad of explicit meaning and so pierces into the lives of all subsequent

8eheratiopg,
Now evidently this view of the Bible as a final thrust of divine
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meaning and divine purpose into a dimension in which it reaches int0
the lives of all generations throughout the world, presupposes 2 long
and complex process of evolution. The relatively small part of traditiof
which is finally crystallized in writing necessarily implies an earlier 3
far broader complex of oral tradition, itself moulded and remoulded i
response to changing historical circumstances. The development ©
oral tradition in turn presupposes a living community deeply
abidingly aware of being the subject of God’s choice and purpose- The
community as a whole looks backwards to an historical event, the
creative impact of an intervention of God in the past, impelling ¢ €
community itself towards a predestined consummation in the futuré 2
consummation which is to involve (if we follow the eschatological 21
apocalyptical developments of the Old Testament message) not oty
the chosen community itself, but mankind in general, and ultimately
the powers of heaven and earth. The continuity between the tW°
Testaments is therefore assured not merely by the fact that Christ com®
as the consummation of the Old Testament Heilsgeschichte, but also by
the fact that both Testaments display the same basic structure: an act
of God in the past creates a living community which accumulates 2
complex of oral tradition to express the continuing impact of that act
upon its own life; finally part of that complex of oral tradition
crystallized in writings conceived to be sacred, thereby extending t°
message to all subsequent generations. )
It will be noticed that so far I have laid every possible emphasis °
the immediacy of the Bible to history. Although this is very differe®
from asserting that the Bible is an accurate literal record of history 2
sort of inspired Oesterly and Robinson, it does raise the problem od
historicity as a whole, and serves to point what I feel to be the first 3%
fundamental difference between the Catholic and the Protestant ap”
proach. For the extreme Protestant, if I understand him rightly, hl?“f
is in an important sense, irrelevant. What did the primitive Christi”
community really see of the Man on the other side of Easter Suf v
morning? What residue of hard historical fact really has survived ¢
successive levels of interpretation in the Old Testament: We cant©
know, and in any case it does not matter, says the sort of Protesta®
have in mind. What does matter is the message God addresses to m°
the here and now, in the oblique form of a largely myt:hologiC‘f’-l stot;
of what happened then and there. The value of the Bible as kerygm?
not diminished by its failure to be history. »
Now a Catholic obviously cannot accept this. For him the kery8!
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is the eloquence of the divine event itself, uttered from within history.
As Aquinas puts it, where men speak by words, God speaks by events.
}.lat matters is what God said and did in history, not merely what the
clieving community thought he said and did. God as creator is not
0111.}’ transcendent but also, by his creative power, immanent and in-
terior to his own creatures, interior then to nature and to history itself,
To say that he redeems the world by an historical act is to say that he
uses his interiority to act upon history, destroys it and re-creates it from
‘ Wlthm itself. Christ saves men not merely by becoming, in some
Spititual and transcendent sense, the message of God to them, but by a
divine intervention which is also 2 physical and historical fact. He be-
€Omes man, immerses himself in the history to which all men belong,
dies and rises in the midst of history, and extends the divine and physical
fact of his death and resurrection through history into the personal life
of each individual, by ‘divinizing’ the physical gestures of the sacra-
ents to raise the whole man to newness of life, body as well as soul,
¢ physical as well as the spiritual, still within history itself.
For Catholics, then, the element of history in the Bible, and the
tment of the supernatural in history, have an immediate and vital
Televance which can neither be denied nor by-passed. A substantial part
of the Bible purports to be a statement of what happened in history
under the guidance and power of God. And, due allowance being made
Or the considerable differences in thought, language and expression
Ctween the Semitic world and our own, the Catholic biblicist is
committed to taking the Bible substantially at its word. This explains,
think, why so much of the best Catholic scholarship over the past
fifty years or so has been marked by an insistence on the more positive
aspects of biblical study, geography, history and especially archeology,
taken in the widest sense, and including the wealth of extra-biblical
Ocuments which has come to light within the last century. Examples
o the sort of approach I have in mind would be R. de Vaux’s Institu-
. lons de I Ancien Testament -II, Abel’s Géographie de la Terre Sainte,
Ncent’s Jérusalem and, at a more popular level, Grollenberg’s Atlas
o the Biple,
But though the basic historicity of the Bible can be tested, verified
ind el.IJCidated by historical and archeological investigation, its truth-
Ue1s not, in the last analysis, guaranteed by this scientific method or
Y that. For the Catholic the Bible is true because it is inspired. What,
Wel_l, does inspiration mean: Let us return for 2 moment to two ideas
ch we have previously touched upon, namely that God is interior
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to his own Heilsgeschichte, and that the writing of the Bible is itself 2
Heilsgeschichtliche event. It is possible, I think, to explain the meanin.g
of inspiration in terms of these two principles. Biblical authorship 13
a fully human and historical act. The biblical author’s human powers
his mind, will and executive faculties, are as fully and creatively 8-
gaged as those of any other man with a message to convey in the fize
and permanent form of writing. Behind him lies a vast and complex
accumulation of oral tradition to which his own message comes as the
last word. Before him lies the concrete situation in history which claims -
his attention and determines his immediate interests. He writes 53
man of his time and as a man of his people. His ideas, language, idiom
and thought-forms are conditioned by his situation in history and also;
of course, by his individual personality and preoccupations. But the
history in which he is involved is not merely history but Heilsgeschichte:
As creator, God is ‘interior’ to it, and is actively using his own ‘interior~
ity’ to produce a supernatural effect, to direct it towards a supef;
nataral end, namely Redemption. To say that the act of biblic
authorship is inspired, is to say that it involves the same process
microcosm. Here too as creator God is ‘interior’ to the act of authof”
ship in its total extent, and actively uses his ‘interiority’ to produce 2
supernatural effect, namely divine truth. Moreover, what he bestows
and through the act of his creature is not merely truth but saving trut™
truth that enters as an integral element into the total effect of t0°
Redemption towards which, as we saw, the Heilsgeschichte as a Wholcfs
directed. That is what it means to say that the writing of the Bi!i‘l‘? 15
itself a part of the Heilsgeschichte. It emerges from a community ivi25
under the power of God’s act of choice and purpose. It extends the
meaning of that act into the lives of all believers, so that they too kno¥
what it is to live under the abiding impact of God’s choice and poWe*
and purpose. L
The Catholic faith, then, commits one to a doctrine of inspiratio?
which is uncompromising, but not, I think, crude or mechanical. The
words of the original authors (not those of copies or versions—not cdliz
Vulgate) were composed freely under the infallible influence Of"
Holy Spirit. Not all of these words have a truth-value that is e:
pendent of the whole, not all of them have the same degree of ¢ .
content, not all of them are ‘literally’ true. But all of them contrib?
as parts of a greater whole, to a total message of inspired truth. s
So far I have been concerned with the divinely ordered format®
and final crystallization of the biblical traditions, in short, with ¥
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happens on the other side of the Bible page. But what happens, or
ought to happen, on our side of the page: How ought the Bible to be
Teceived and used and lived by the community to whom it is addressed :
As we have seen, the writing of the Bible presupposes the formation of
t community by an act of God in the past, its continued preservation
ough history, and also the gradual accumulation of sacred traditions
by which it lives. Now in Catholic eyes all this gives a certain priority
to the community itself, that is, to the Church. She is the ‘New Israel
°f_‘ God’, the continuation and consummation of the Old Israel. The
Bible grew out of her community life with God; it was written with
er in mind, addressed to her. It is her book. Moreover the Bible is not
only a testament, a witness to what God willed and said and did for
al_ld to his chosen people, but also a covenant. Here God as truth makes
elf present to man as believer in word and promise and command.
A.nd it is the Church’s sacred duty to ensure that this presence of God to
15 people through these words reaches each of her members un-
inished and undistorted. On this showing the task of recognizing
Where the inspired message lies, of interpreting it and mediating it to
¢ Church’s members, is essentially apostolic and ecclesiastical. It is

¢ function of preaching, praedicatio, kerygma, in its deepest and
broadest sense. The Catholic exegete feels himself a preacher in this
Sense. He is vitally involved in his own message, part of the Heils-
geschichte of the Church herself, not merely purveying his own ideas,
Ut speaking, in some sense, with her voice. It is in these terms that I
Would explain the defensive apparatus which the Church has erected of
Tecent years, notably the Biblical Commission. The function of the
Biblical Commission, reduced to its simplest terms, is to ensure that the
- Werpretations of the individual do not distort the kerygma of the
urch as a whole. It refuses—sometimes only for a time—to allow
Crtain isolated and specific interpretations to be taught to the Church’s
Members, because it considers that these would tend to distort the
Churchys total message to them. It does not direct exegetes positively
® uphold this doctrine or that. Its pronouncements are not de fide, and
are not irrevocable, They can be, and in some cases have been, modified.
. Once the Church has committed the task of praedicatio in this special
€0se, to certain of her members, she will be content with nothing less
res their utmost human abilities, and all the resources of scientific
sty eatCh.available have to be used to the full. This has been particularly
o essed in recent papal encyclicals. Catholic biblical scholars are urged
SPare no pains in acquiring the fullest possible knowledge of semitic
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languages, thought-forms and genres, and of the biblical milieu in all its
aspects. The exegete’s initial task is to discover what the biblical author
intended to say, and through that, what God intended to say.

1 ought finally to say something of the use of scripture in the Church’s
liturgy. When the Catholic altar stands ready for mass, it is dominated
by two objects: the sacramental elements and the missal. These are the
two media of life and light respectively, through which Christ bestows
himself anew on the Church. The mass for Catholics is a sacrament
reactualization of the moment of Calvary. Life and light begin for her
in that moment. Praedicatio, therefore, in the special sense in Which_I
have been using the term, commences at the altar when the gospe1 15
read and the message of Christ goes out anew to the world. This is, 5©
to say, the outward movement of revelation from the altar. But in the
Bible God gives us not merely words that reveal himself, but als0
words by which he wills men to praise him, psalms and hymns an
spiritual canticles. Here then the inward movement of response is to b,c
found. In the psalms, solemnly recited or chanted by the Church’s
ministers, the sorrow, praise and entreaty of all creaturehood becomes
articulate before God. This is the divine office recited by all priests at
religious. It culminates in the mass, the climactic moment in the
Church’s life. Here then, in the outward and inward movements ©
revelation and response, the Church’s life with God becomes articul‘j‘tc’
eloquent. She not only reads the Bible but prays it and lives it, praisiig
God not merely with the human words of her individual members, bu
also with divine words, chosen and inspired by the Holy Spirit ©
God himself.
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