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In the Final Relatio of the Synod of Bishops of 1985 we find, 
among other statem ents, the following:

Ecclesia verbum Dei religiose audiens ad illud fide­
liter proclamandum mittitur (cf. DV 1). Itaque praedicatio  
Evangelii inter praecipua munera Ecclesiae, et imprimis 
episcoporum, eminet et hodie maximi momenti est (cf. 
LG 25). In hoc contextu apparet mom entum Constitutio­
nis Dogmaticae „Dei Verbum", quae forsitan nimis ne­
glecta fuit sed tamen a Paulo V I  in Exhortatione Aposto-  
lica ,,Evangelii nuntiandi” (1975) modo profundiore et 
omnino actuali iterum proposita est. Etiam pro hac Cons­
titutione necessarium est partialem lectionem evitare. 
Praecipue exegesis sensus originalis S. Scripturae, quae 
a Concilio enixe commendatur (cf. DV 12), non potest se­
parari a v iva  traditione Ecclesiae (cf. VD 9) neque ab 
autentica interpretatione Magisterii Ecclesiae (cf. VD 10) 

The above excerpt taken  from the Synod's Final Relatio refers 
to the m ethodology of transm itting  the  contents of Divine R evela­
tion. It is addressed forem ost, of course, to the bishops (imprimis 
episcoporum), but in no less a degree to Biblical scholars as well. 
It seems only natural, therefore, that it should be, above all, this 
latter group that would feel the need for m aking an exam ination 
of conscience, one of its ve ry  own which would encom pass in its 
range the en tire  body of its didactic-biblical endeavours of the past 
two decades since V atican II. It behooves us, it seems, to speak 
thus of an "exam ination of conscience", inasm uch as the synodal 
Final Relatio appears to perceive in this tw enty-year period follow­
ing the V atican Council some serious shortcom ings in the m ethod 
of handing on to the faithful the  inspired W ord of God.

Some of these deficiencies as the Relatio presents them  are:
I. The Dogmatic C onstitution Dei Verbum  has rem ained overly



neglected. M oreover, the Relatio seems to suggest tha t this failure 
to give the Constitution due consideration is all the m ore regrettab le  
since its d irectives w ere called to  mind for us by Pope Paul VI in 
his A postolic Exhortation, Evangelii Nuntiandi.

2. The reading  of the  C onstitution not in its to ta l context, but 
in partial, fragm ent-selective reading.

3. In the researches for the  original m eaning of the Sacred 
Scriptures, there  was an evident lack of taking into proper account 
the living trad ition  of the  Church (cf. DV 9), as w ell as the official 
teaching of the M agisterium.

Let us try, therefore, to  analyze som ew hat m ore thoroughly  
these th ree  synodal "observations" — as we shall call them  to avoid 
saying "charges" — in the perspective of the Biblical criticism  of 
the last tw o decades.

1. N eglect of the C onstitution „Dei Verbum "

It seems that the above synodal reproach  can be d irected  in 
particu lar to the various Biblical Conferences and Congresses, 
especially  inter-faith  m eetings, though not simply to this latter group 
alone. The by-passing in silence of the C onstitution Dei Verbum  
at inter-faith  gatherings was prom pted most often by ecum enical 
concerns. Yet we could assum e that such fears are  groundless, that 
is, fears that a m ore frequent appeal to  the Constitution on R evela­
tion might be a setback to  the ecum enical m ovement. A fter all, it 
is this very  C onstitution tha t belongs to the most ecum enical do­
cum ents of the Second V atican Council, a fact frequently  adverted  
to even by our separated  b re th ren 1. And so, it is to these Biblical 
Conventions and Congresses tha t we m ust address the Synod's 
pointed rem ark on the undervaluation  (neglectio) of the Constitu­
tion.

1 In the opin ion of O. C u l l m a n n ,  the C onstitution  on R evela tion  con ­
tains veritab le  „pearls” on  the subject of the H o ly  Scriptures (cf. Ż ycie  i M yśl, 
16, 1966, 175). A  little  further this sam e ex eg e te  asserts: „W ithout any reserva­
tions w e rejo ice  in the statem ents from w h ich  it fo llo w s that research  into H o ly  
Scriptures is the v e ry  sou l of th eo lo g y ... W e are deligh ted  w ith  the greater  
num ber of the enunciations of the last chapter of the schem a on R evelation."  
L. V  i s с h e r speaks in sim ilar fash ion  in his article  entitled  N a ch  der  v ie r ten  
S ession  des z w e i te n  V a t ikan isch en  Konzils ,  ÖR 15 (1966) 81. A ccording to  
M. T h u r i a n the C onstitution m ay be regarded 'as the first phase in the m o­
vem ent for Christian u n ity  (cf. Le M onde 14.11.1965). The p rev iou sly  cited  author 
O. C u I I m a n n  says: „As an ex eg e te , I agree in princip le fu lly  w ith  the  
com m entary in Chapter 5 on the N ew  T estam ent. W ith in  the scope  of the com ­
m entary w as ach ieved  basic unanim ity of thou ght.” A nd finally , w ith a direct 
reference to ecum enism : „The ecum enical design  m anifests itse lf e sp ec ia lly  c learly  
in the tex ts  treating of the role and m ission  of D iv ine  R evelation , w h ere it is 
also  proposed that in  the w ork  of translations of the Scriptures there should  be 
cooperation  w ith  our separated  brethren."



Proceeding then  with our analysis of this same Synodal observa­
tion, we need to m ake now the following distinction: a distinction 
betw een w ritings on the subject of the Constitution itself and the 
actual appropriation of the C onstitution w hether in comm entaries, 
in introductions to Biblical studies, in theologies or in Biblical ca­
techeses of the Post-V atican period. Perhaps, we ought to note here 
that the Constitution as such has been subm itted to  m ulti-faceted 
analyses, especially  in the first several years after its appearance. 
The litera tu re  on the subject Dei Verbum  is im pressively rich2. W e 
may daresay, therefore, tha t the tw enty-year Post-V atican period 
had quite adequately  w orked out for us a detailed  and a profound 
theory  on the Constitution.

The same cannot be said, how ever, about the im plem entation of 
the Constitution on the practical level. Thus, for example, there  did 
not appear any specifically new  Introductions to Biblical Studies, 
worked out on the principles enunciated  in the Dei V erbum 3. Nor 
do we have to date any distinctively new  theory  on divine insp ira­
tion4 and the canon of Holy Scriptures.. There is little evidence, 
m oreover, of any significant influence of the Constitution on the 
com m entaries, especially  on the "classic" com m entaries of the past 
two decades. In short, certain  particu lar constitutive elem ents of 
the C onstitution did not en ter into the regular life m ainstream  of 
Catholic Biblical criticism,

2 A com pilation of the m ost im portant positions published up to 1968 is
g iven  by A. K u b i ś ,  „A B ibliography on the C onciliar C onstitution on D ivine
R evelation" Idee p rz e w o d n ie  k o n s ty tu c j i  s o b o r o w e j  o B ożym  O b ja w ien iu  (The 
Dom inant N otions in the C onciliar C onstitution  on D iv ine R evelation) K raków  
1968, 191— 205.

3 A m ong the very  few  excep tion s in this regard w e can inclu de the wk
of the Italian e x eg e te  V. M a n u c c i ,  Bibbia com e parola  di Dio. In troduzione
genera le  alla sacra  Scrittura,  Brescia 1981. The 5th ed ition  w as published in 1985. 
In the rev iew s of this work, w e  find com m ents such as the follow ing: „La costi- 
tuzione conciliare  Dei Verbum , fra i suoi vari risultati concreti, ha avuto ancha  
quello di orientare secondo nu ove prosp ettive  ogni introduzione generale  alia  
S. Scrittura. M ons. V alerio  M anucci offre la piu testim on ianza del quadro m etodo- 
iog ico  per un approcio g lobale  ai testo  biblico." C. M. M a r t i n i  Oss. Rom.
27.9.T98il. A lso  „C'e aria indubbiam ente nuova, quella  che si respira già, benché  
condensata  entro poche torm entate pagine, nella  Dei Verbum..." G. G i a v i n i ,  SC 
110, 1 (1982) n. 97.

4 In P olish  literature consu lt on this point severa l articles by Fr. J. H o -  
m e r s к i, e.g. in Ruch B iblijny i L iturgiczny 17 (1964) 261— 274; A teneum  Ka­
płańskie 56 (1964) 193— 201; and also in A teneum  K apłańskie. 61 (1969) 388— 383. 
See in particular in Idee przew odn ie . . . ,  c ited  prev iou sly , pp. 67— 68. A lso  the 
essa y  by Bishop H. M u s z y ń s k i ,  Sło w o  natchnione  (The Inspired W ord. An  
outline of the th eo lo g ica l contents of b ib lical inspiration) K raków 1983.



2. The Partial or Selectively Fragmentary Acceptance 
of the Constitution „Dei Verbum"

The second point of note, adm ittedly a critical one, touches on 
the question of the Post-V atican acceptation of the Constitution 
Dei Verbum. It speaks of the  fragm entary  na tu re  of the tex t accep­
tance that characterized this period. True, the synodal observation 
is very  general in character, inasm uch as it does not identify the 
fragm ent-elem ents, some of which w ere ignored, while o thers w ere 
selected for incorporation into the Bible studies of these past tw enty  
years.

N evertheless, a closer look at the publications on Scriptural 
studies of alm ost the en tire  last quarter-cen tu ry  allows us to con­
clude tha t the w riters of the Final Relatio had in mind the  Biblicists' 
very  enthusiastic  adoption — sometimes ex tended  perhaps too far 
— of specifically those elem ents by  w hich the C onstitution cleared 
for us the w ay to a be tter understanding w ith non-Catholic Biblical 
scholarship. To put it m ore exactly, we are  speaking here  of those 
elem ents which won for them selves, a lready  in the Encyclical, Di- 
vino aillante Spirito , th e  designation — "the green  ligh t”.

It was the reitera tion  of precisely  these d irectives of the C onsti­
tution, theijr elaboration, and the  strong em phasis given to them  
that led to the warm  reception accorded to the Constitution Dei 
Verbum  by Biblical scholars at large, not only by Catholic groups. 
"N um ber 19" of the  Constitution becam e generally  acknow ledged 
as the  official encouragem ent for tak ing  full advantage of the m e­
thods prom ulgated by the  Form- und Redaktionsgeschichte  theories.

Time and again it has been proven that the C onstitution ve ry  
c learly  expands and renders flexible the concept of h istoricity  as 
such5. It does so principally  by  v irtue  of adopting such form ulations 
as: "The sacred authors w rote  the four Gospels, selecting some 
things from the m any w hich had been handed on by  w ord of 
m outh or in writings, reducing some of them  to a synthesis, exp la in ­
ing some things in v iew  of the situation of their churches" (n. 19). 
Or even  in an earlie r statem ent w here the docum ent speaking of 
the Old Testam ent says: "The books, although they  also contain 
some th ings w hich are incom plete and tem porary, nevertheless 
show us a true  divine pedagogy" (n. 15).

6 In con n ection  w ith  th is see  J. A. F i t z m y e r ,  Die W ah rh ei t  d e r  Evan­
gelien ,  Stuttgart 1965. The author is actu a lly  focusing  here on the Instructions  
from th e  B iblical Com m ission: De histor ica  E vangeliorum  v e r i ta te  issu ed  April 
21, 1964. H ow ever, it is gen era lly  recogn ized  that th is Instruction is at the basis 
of the 5th Chapter of the C onstitution on  R evelation . S ee  on  thiis point K. R o ­
m a n i u k ,  P ro b lem y  e g z e g e z y  N o w e g o  Tes tam entu  w  K o n s ty tu c j i  d o g m a ty c zn e j  
o Boskim O b ja w ien iu  (Problem s in  the e x eg e s is  of the N e w  T estam ent N o ted  in 
the D ogm atic C onstitu tion  on D iv in e  R evelation) Ruch B iblijny i L iturgiczny 14 
(1967) 5— 18.



Almost one en tire  paragraph  of the Constitution Dei Verbum  
consists of such form al directives, alerting  com m entators on Holy 
Scriptures to the fact that "due atten tion  m ust be paid to  the custo­
m ary and characteristic  styles of feeling, speaking and narrating  
w hich prevailed  at the tim e of the  sacred w riter", (n. 12). This is 
nothing else than  the Church's official encouragem ent to Biblicists 
to engage in probing studies, extra-B iblical ones as well, of various 
lite ra ry  forms, and to use these as criteria  in their critical in te rp re ta ­
tions of the Bible.

But it has come to pass that analyses draw n up on the rules 
of lite ra ry  criticism  have been stretched  to such limits in the post- 
-Conciliar era that they  have begun to w eary  even  those who had 
been enthusiastically  pursuing such analyses them selves until now. 
Testifying to this ennui is, among other things, the ever-m ore- 
-frequently  evident reluctance among com m entators to b reak  up 
larger lite ra ry  wholes and to see perforce in every  book of the 
Bible, even  in those of but a few chapters, a kind of artificial "pa­
stiche" of some few or at tim es even  of several com positions6.

These, then, are  some exam ples of this sort of partia l or "piece- 
-wise" acceptance of the C onstitution Dei Verbum. M oreover, it was 
prim arily  in th is direction that the reading  of the docum ent went 
during the past two decades.

On the o ther hand and significantly enough, there  never appear­
ed in any larger publication a full developm ent of the fifth point of 
the Constitution which trea ts  of the need of obedience in faith in 
these m atters. And yet, it would seem  to  have been  indicated as 
necessary  in an age m arked by a crisis of au thority  in all spheres 
and at a tim e of w idespread secularism . References to num ber 10 of 
the Constitution w ere likew ise infrequent, and w hen they  did occur, 
it was largely  for the purpose of expounding very  specifically on 
the  teaching ro le of the Church.

Furtherm ore, full advertence has not as yet been made, at least 
not everyw here, to the postulates constitutive of the whole sixth 
chapter of the Dei Verbum  which speaks of the Scriptures in the life 
of the Church. H ere we wish to acknow ledge that the em ergence 
and subsequent activities of the W orld Catholic Federation of the 
Biblical A postolate have shown them selves to be a significant ach ie­
vem ent in this specific regard.

6 This kind of reluctance is rather ea sily  detected  in the severa l vo lum es of 
the ex ce llen t H erders  Theo log ischer  K o m en ta r  zum  N euen  Testam ent.



3. The Search for the Meaning of the Holy Scriptures
and

the Living Tradition and Official Teaching of the Church

The text-form ulation of the Final Relatio has us dealing here 
quite clearly, on the one hand, w ith patristic  exegesis — and perhaps 
also with post-patristic (v iva  tiaditio) —· and on the other hand, with 
the teaching office of the  Church which au thentically  in terp rets the 
Holy Scriptures. In rem inding us that there  can be no discord 
(disharmony) betw een some "private" inquiry into the m eaning of 
the W ord of God and tradition  and the M agisterium , the w riters of 
the Relatio give us to understand that in the past tw en ty  years, 
things w ere not alw ays so, or to put it simply, they  w ere otherwise. 
Let us look, therefore, into this m atter from these two aspects: first, 
at contem porary Biblical scholarship and patristic exegesis, and 
the official enunciations of the Church.

a. C o n t e m p o r a r y  B i b l i c a l  S t u d i e s  
a n d

P a t r i s t i c  E x e g e s i s

There is no need to hide the fact that the Fathers of the Church 
are  not held as the g reatest authorities in the field of exegesis by 
contem porary Scrip tural scholars. A large num ber of factors en ter 
into explaining this sta te  of affairs. Some of these are:

The Philological Inadequacies of Patristic Exegesis

It is well know n that contem porary Biblical scholarship is based 
on a sound know ledge of languages, principally  of the languages in 
which the Scriptures w ere w ritten, but often of m ore languages than 
these. The m ajority  of the Scriptural com m entators from the p a ­
tristic age, how ever, neither set such know ledge of languages as 
their basis, nor do they  give any evidence of possessing it. The 
Fathers of the W estern  Church, with but a few exceptions, are 
comm enting on Scriptures w ritten  in their Latin translations; m ore 
exactly  — first in the Old Latin form, then  later in the V ulgate 
version of Jerom e. Granted, the Fathers of the Eastern Church are 
versed in the Greek language, but scarcely  any of them  can claim 
the ability to read  the Scriptures in the H ebrew  language.

That is w hy it is possible to justify — at least in part — the 
charge advanced against patristic  Biblical studies tha t the w riters 
are, for all purposes, com m enting on. Scriptural tex ts significantly 
at variance with the original texts which, m oreover, appear in the 
Scriptures issued today. To the category of w eaknesses in the phi­
lological a re a  m ust also be added the alm ost to ta l absence w ith the



Fathers (with the single exception of Origen) of any attem pts at 
textual criticism. As a result, therefore, the object under analysis 
is, in the case of the patristic  exegesis, a tex t quite different from 
that under critical study by contem porary  Biblicists.

The Excessively A llegorizing Tendencies 
that C haracterize Patristic Com m entaries

For m any Fathers of the Church, the literal sense of the 
Scriptures is of little import, and in their view, ought not to be the 
object of d iscovery in reading  the W ord of God7. The Pauline adm o­
nition about the "killing '' function of the le tte r (2 Cor. 3 : 6 )  is re ­
peated by them  over and over and in various ways. All that the 
Bible speaks of m ust have  a spiritual and a deeper sense8.

This understanding  of the Bible, originating a lready  with Philo9, 
and later carefully  cultivated in the renow ned exegetical-cateche- 
tical School of A lexandria10, enjoyed great popularity  in antiquity  
in spite of the appearance in tim e of the Antioch C enter which 
sought to prom ote a m ore literal exegesis11.

The fact rem ains tha t there  prevailed  at the time an almost 
un iversally  held conviction, basing itself, m oreover, on the teaching 
of St. Paul, that w hatever is w ritten  in the d iv inely  inspired Books 
was w ritten  for our instruction (Rom. 15:4)12. W hile this assertion

7 In A u gustin e's v iew , restricting o n ese lf in  the read ing to the literal 
sen se  w ou ld  be an affront to the v ery  d ig n ity  of God. „H aec si sp iritualiter non  
intelligantur nonne fabulae sunt? N isi a ligu id  habeant secreti, nonne indignae  
sunt Deo?" (In Ps. 76,2).

8 T hese are th e  term s w ith  w h ich  St. A u gustin e designates th is sen se  or 
m eaning: sensus spir i tualis  —  In Ps. 33 (sermo 4,1); in te l lec tus  spir i tualis  ■— In 
Ps. 103 (sermo 1,1); i llustr is in te l lec tus  ■— In Ps. 108,1; in terpre ta t io  a l legorica  ■— 
In Ps. 77,26; transi tus ad  Christum  ·— In Ps. 7,1; m ys t ic a  s ignificatio  ■— In Job. 
tr. 9,2.

9 Cf. S. G. S o w e r s ,  The H erm eneu tics  of Philo and H e b r e w s , Richm ond
1965.

10 Cf. L. G i n z b e r g, A llegorica l  In terpreta t ions,  Jew ish  E ncyclopedia  
n. 403; also W. B u r g h a r d t ,  On Early  Christian Exegesis ,  ThS 11 (1950) 78—  
116.

11 Cf. С. IT a y, A n tio ch en  Exegesis  and C hr is to logy ,  Austral. Bibl. Rev.
12 (1964) 10— 235; R. E. B r o w n  notes w ith  good  reason: „H ow ever, w ith  H ilary  
(d. 367), A m brose (d. 397) and e sp ec ia lly  A u gustin e (d. 430), the w a v e  of A le ­
xandrian a llegorica l e x eg e s is  sw ept into the W est.” The Jerom e Biblical C o m ­
m en ta ry  II, 61.2.

12 St. J e r o m e ,  w h ile  not one of the greatest a llegorical com m entators 
in patristic ex eg esis , also says: „N on sunt, ut quidam  putant, in scripturis, verba 
sim plicia; plurim um  in h is absconditum  est. A liud  littera, aliud m ysticus sermo 
significat."  EP. 18, 12 (PL 22,368). See ye t on this point: A. P e η n a, Principi  
e ca ra t tere  de lT esegesi  di S. Girolamo,  Roma 1950. This sam e m ethod of interpret­
ing Scriptures w as dom inant am ong the com m entators of the M iddle A ges. S ee - 
С. S p i с q, Pourquoi le  m o yen -â g e  n'a-t-il  pas pra tiqué  d a va n ta g e  l 'e x é g èse  l i t ­
téral?  RSPT 28 (1939) 139— 179; By the sam e author: Esquisse  d'une histo ire  de  
Teségèse  la tine  au M o y e n  A g e ,  Paris 1944.



itself is readily  acceptable, the point at issue here is that none of 
the patristic  com m entators proposed any criteria  on the basis of 
which could be discovered the spiritual sense of the m any things, 
the people and the events en tering  into and form ing the total struc­
ture of the Biblical universe. In consequence, there  rules in their 
w riting absolute freedom  and a subjectivism  difficult to reconcile 
with the rigors of the scholarly  Biblical investigations of our tim es13. 
This state of affairs is m ade w orse by the fact that some of the 
Fathers of the Church, among them  such lum inaries in other re ­
spects as St. A ugustine, rely ing  exclusively  on the Septuagint, come 
to regard  it as being itself an inspired text. Hence, they  perceive 
certain  deviations from the original H ebrew  that occur in the Sep­
tuagint transla tion  as a sign by which God Himself m andates the 
reader to search out in these instances the spiritual sense of the 
given Biblical passage14.

The Evident Deficiencies in Patristic Exegesis 
in the A reas of Biblical History, G eography and A rcheology

These w eaknesses are the natu ral consequences of their to tal 
indifference to  the lite ra ry  sense of the Bible15. M oreover, the role 
of archeology as an auxiliary  discipline in exegesis was as yet 
unknown, while the  available geographical-historical data, were, for 
the most part, in terp reted  allegorically  also.

The "H om iletical C haracter" of Patristic Exegesis

The minds of the scholars of our times, including Biblical 
scholars, are geared to the rigors of strict logical th inking and they 
find no pleasure in this type of "hom iletical" exposition. But that is 
precisely the distinctive characteristic  of m any of the exegetical 
com m entaries of the Fathers of the Church. The com m entaries are, 
in fact, no m ore than serm ons which w ere usually  listened to by

13 M. P o n t  e t ,  an ex cep tion a l authority on St. A u gustin e, w rites thus on  
the a llegorica l ex eg esis  of this Father of the Church: „De plus, il y  a dans 
son e x ég è se  un curieux m elan ge de rem arques a iguës et de naïvetés."  L'exégèse  
de S. A ugu st in  n. 230. S im ilarly R. E. B r o w n  w ho observes: „The Fathers and 
Scholastics had found in the N ew  T estam ent th eo lo g ica l insigh ts of w h ich  the  
original authors w ere innocent." The Jerom e Biblical C o m m en ta ry  II, 613.

14 S ee  for this M. P o n t e t ,  L 'exégèse  de  S. A u g u s t in  préd ica teur ,  Paris
1944, n. 182.

16 The E ncyclical D iv ino  aillante  Spiritu  confirm s this, as w e  read in it: 
„N on enim  pauca, inter ea praesertim  quae ad historiam  spectant, aut v ix , aut non  
satis exp lica ta  sunt a superiorum  saeculorum  explanatoribus, quippe quibus fere  
om nes notitiae  d eessen t ad illa  m agis illustranda necessariae."  EB 555. For 
a rather unusual notion  of h istory  see  the trea tise  w h ich  still rem ains a c lassic  
in its field: Saint A ugu s t in  et la Un de la culture  antique,  Paris 1938, 132 pp, by  
H. I. M a r r o  u.



the simple people of God. The point is that such an exegesis m ay be 
allow ed certain  predeterm ined p rerogatives o therw ise forbidden, 
m ainly for this reason  that as sermon, the exegesis m ust not only 
convince the mind of the listener but it m ust also touch his em otions 
and stir him to action. That is w hy this selfappropriated licentia 
homiletica is a phenom enon quite  perm issible in a sermon, even  
though it is hard ly  suitable for use in the  field of scholarly  Biblical 
criticism.

A dm ittedly then, patristic  exegesis does not p resent an espe­
cially a ttrac tive  field of investigation in the  view  of contem porary 
Biblical scholarship which inquires above all into the literal sense 
of the inspired w ord of God. W hile this stance of the m odern 
scholar has our understanding, it it regrettab le , nevertheless, that 
curren t Biblical theology does not avail itself of patristic  sources to 
a g reater degree. The penetrating  intellectual insights of the Fathers 
of the Church, their proneness to  trea t both Testam ents jo in tly  
with an adm irable fidelity to the  principle: In V e te ie  N ovum  latet 
et in N ovo  Vetus  patetle (The new is hidden in the  old, while the 
old stands open to the new) could undoubtedly  prove helpful in the 
construction of Biblical theologies both of the individual books of 
the Bible and of the whole of both Testam ents as well. A m ore 
frequent reaching out for the Fathers of the Church could very  well 
save our exegesis and our Biblical theology from m ore than  one 
instance of over-philologizing and of an exaggerated  seeking of 
parallels in closely bound religions.

b. B i b l i s t i c s  o f  t h e  L a s t  T w e n t y  Y e a r s
a n d

t h e  O f f i c i a l  T e a c h i n g  F u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  C h u r c h

Some Biblical scholars have this against the  official p ronoun­
cem ents of the Church that in tim e they  lose their binding force, as 
the h isto ry  of biblistics show s17. A nd they  cite m any exam ples to 
support this claim. Thus, it is pointed out th a t even  at the  beginning

16 Ireneus exp resses th is sam e thought in  such form ulation as: „Insem inatus 
est ubique in Scripturis... F ilius Dei." A d v ,  haer.  IV, 20. or „D issem inaverunt ... 
Serm onem  de Christo patriarchae et prophetae" A d v .  haer  IV, 39. A u gustin e  
speaks in lik e  w ay: „M oses om ne quod scripsit, de Christio est." Contra  Faust,
16,9.

17 „Today, w ith  the approval of the sam e com m ission, m ost of these  di­
rec tiv es are regarded as passe  by C atholic  scholars." R. E. B r o w n ,  The Je ­
rom e  Biblical C o m m e n ta ry  II, 620. W e can find, how ever, som e v ery  eloquent 
statem ents on this point com ing from som e th eo log ian s of renow n. Thus, for 
exam ple, Card. L. B i l l o t  counsels the literary  form s should  be regarded as 
„generi di vanità , nei quali o non c'è s cusa alcuna, o se  c'è l'ignorenza scusa  
l'errore, e la  tem erità  scusa l'ignoranza." De insp ira tione  Sacrae Scripturae,  Rom a4 
1929, 154. C ited by L. A l o n s o  S c h o  к e l ,  D o v e  v a  ï e s e g e s i  catto l ica ,  Civ. 
Catt. 11 (1960) 451.



of this century, the Papal Biblical Commission did not allow 
(although in truth, w ritten  docum ents to this effect are difficult to 
find) the use of various literary  forms in the in terp reta tion  of the 
Scriptures. And it was only w ith  strong reservations (this again in 
com pliance w ith the same Commission's directives) tha t scholars 
w ere to draw  from  researches in the  field of form  criticism, viz., 
Formgeschichte, the theory  of the two sources of lite ra ry  criticism 18. 
Similarly, the new  hypotheses on the Deutro- and Trito-Isaiah 
them es found no accep tance19. In the official docum ents of the 
Church, the Letters to the H ebrew s was alm ost alw ays ascribed to 
St. Paul20; and there  are other such, examples.

On all these problem atic questions, and we could easily  list 
m any more, there  was shed in tim e a com pletely different light in 
the official enunciations of the Church. It is the relativism  of these 
pronouncem ents tha t Biblical scholars find so discouraging, as some 
are quick to confess, pro testing  at the sam e tim e at the restrictions 
imposed on the creative in itiative of Catholic exegetes.

But positions staked on such claims are not alw ays well-founded. 
In all fairness, they  need be corrected  by bringing forth  a whole list 
of docum ents attesting  to the  ex traord inary  freedom  that was given 
to Catholic scholars, at least since W orld W ar II, in their construc­
tion of all sorts of investigative hypotheses: In fact, the period from 
1941— 1948 is regarded  as the renaissance of Catholic Biblical stu ­
dies, m ainly because of the issuance of several im portant Papal do ­
cum ents21.

W e are  obliged to look from a som ew hat different perspective 
on the question of the Church's later adopting a m ore liberal posi­
tion in m atters rela ting  to the in terp reta tion  of the Bible. After all, 
the so-called "relativism " of the earlie r pronouncem ents can be 
also readily  seen as in a sense a certain  resiliency (elasticity) of 
the M agisterium  and its sensitive aw areness of the ever new  achie­
vem ents on the Biblical scene. It is in its own w ay an expression of 
respect for these achievem ents. For the Church takes these findings 
into account to this ex ten t tha t from  tim e to time, d irectly  under 
the influence of these researches, it modifies and corrects its own 
outlook. This fact certain ly  m erits the  appreciative recognition of 
scholars. W e can well im agine w hat some would say w ere the M a­
gisterium  never to show any flexibility. No doubt it would be 
charged, and righ tly  so, w ith petrification and an insensitive d isre­
gard of the fruits of the arduous labors (researches) of so m any men 
of learning.

18 An A llu sio n  to the Pronouncem ent of the B iblical Com m ission of June  
24, 1912 (EB 417—418).

19 See the Pronouncem ent from  June 28, 1908 (EB 276— 80).
20 The response from June 24, 1914 (EB 411— 413).
21 Cf. R. E. В r o w n ,  The Jerom e Biblical C o m m en ta ry  II, 625.



Finally, we must rem em ber that the g reater num ber of the 
Biblical Commission's pronouncem ents issued at the  beginning of 
this cen tury  w ere made in the face of actual historical dangers 
th reaten ing  the Church of that day from the onslaught of M oder­
nism. In its concern to preserve  the purity  of faith of its believers, 
the Church saw fit to pro tect them  in this w ay from the evils that 
w ere ram pant at the time.

Conclusion

The w ish of these reflections w as tha t they  m ight be an  ex ­
pression of a heart-stirred  response to the rem arks of the Synod on 
the problem  of the neglect of the Conciliar Constitution on Divine 
Revelation. M ay the thoughts voiced herein  testify  to the fact that 
the observations m ade by the participants at the Synod were 
perused carefully by those in the field at issue.

Ours was also the concern to point out the kind of obstacles 
that professional Biblical com m entators are faced with, even those 
who are tru ly  receptive to the voice of the teaching office of the 
Church. The recalling of these unsettling  obstacles was in no way 
an attem pt at justifying this neglect of the Constitution Dei Verbum  
during the past tw enty  years. Our hope was ra ther to indicate ways 
of overcom ing these difficulties — difficulties that at tim es were, in 
fact, not even  actual.

W ithout minimizing the instructions left us by the Final Relatio, 
we m ust assert, nonetheless, that w hen we take full stock of the 
last two decades and strike a m ore equitable balance, we find that 
the ''b ib lical'' fruits of the Second V atican Council are  a lready  p e r­
ceivable even in the daily life of the Catholic Church. W hat rem ains 
is simply to continue the w ork that was begun w ith g rea ter fidelity 
now to the principles of the Dei Verbum  and in com pliance to the 
directives of the Final Relatio of the Synod of Bishops.


