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PREFATORY NOTE

When the General Catechetical Directory was ordered for publication by Pope Paul VI on April 11, 1971, it faced the urgent need in the Church for sound directives and clear leadership in the world of catechetics, a world that had become beset with mutual contradictions and even chaos. Vatican Council II had introduced many disciplinary changes, and the implementation of these, sometimes pastorally skillful, sometimes irresponsible, required a fresh look at the everyday faith of the Church and its need to be presented in a sound fashion.

In the wake of the Council, and under the aegis of acting in its “spirit” sometimes without reference to what it actually said, not a few aberrations, exaggerations, and deficiencies began to creep into textbooks and classrooms of some parts of the Church’s teaching structure. The Directory was needed lest tumult break out among believers. In the first place, it offers an authentic guide to the teaching of the updated doctrinal texts issued by the Council. In this capacity it also functions to codify, collect, and direct the thrust of the teaching content of the Council. In response to the confusion in some teaching areas, the Directory offered clear, sane guidelines.

But the Directory was not intended to be a new universal catechism, like the works that appeared after the Councils of Trent and Vatican I. It was inspired by the need to offer general guidelines that would function like the road signals along any well-marked highway. It gives an indication of just how far the traveler can go before crashing into the ditch. The actual laying out of the roadbed and the paving of the surface are left to those in each land who teach the faith as Captains in Israel and under specific local conditions. The same surface material might not work equally well in Montreal and Lagos, though the same basic orientation of faith prevails, or should, in both.

With this in mind, it devolved upon the various conferences of bishops, teachers of religion, and individuals to prepare catechisms geared to local situations. The Directory provides “the basic principles of pastoral theology”—principles taken from the magisterium of the Church and, in a special way, from the Second Vatican Council. Others are called upon to apply these principles and produce the catechetical texts that will embody them locally and specifically.

Father Hardon of the Jesuit School of Theology in Chicago has taken on the task of responsible author of the present book. The result is a comprehensive work entitled The Catholic Catechism. The work describes itself as a “concise source book on the principal teachings of the Catholic Church.” It offers readings in Catholic theology on every major segment of the Catholic tradition of faith.

The attempt to present a “source book” has necessarily resulted in an extensive, though easily read, text with many attractive features. For instance, the Bible is given special prominence in the presentation of the doctrine of the faith. The latest insights offered by the Council are blended with the unchanging dogmas of the Church to present a clear and logical unfolding of the teaching of the Catholic Church from the apostles to our own times.

Each group or person who undertakes to do a book of catechesis must choose some outline. And as long as there are alive two writers, the merits of any one outline can be disputed. No doubt this is true of the work authored by Father Hardon. There are, of course, various ways to lay out a highway and different surface materials to be selected. But as long as the road helps the traveler reach his goal soundly and safely, the essential purpose of the highway is satisfied. There is no doubt that the book written by Father Hardon will not only help the traveler on the road of catechetical inquiry reach his destination but do so with security and fidelity.

For today’s student of religion, the text offers such topical sections as The Challenge of Modern Atheism and a balanced explanation of some of the discussions of Catholic doctrinal development in times of confusion. One notes particularly the treatment of the questions of the divinity of Christ and its gradual definition, in all its aspects, by successive Church councils from Nicea through Ephesus to Chalcedon. The student will be grateful for the manner in which this delicate and sometimes confusing discussion is made intelligible, a quality missing from many discussions, oral and printed.

Another aspect of the work that makes it satisfying is a comprehensiveness that takes into account such areas of study as the theological virtues, Catholic Tradition, and post-conciliar ecumenism. So detailed is the text that one could go on almost indefinitely listing matters of concern within the contemporary Church that form part of the hundreds of pages of this conscientiously thought-out catechetical treatise.

Essentially the question of the merit and value of any catechism boils down to whether it meets the purpose of a book of catechetical instruction. It is an instrument, and as such it must be weighed in the scale of how well it serves the purpose for which it was created. If the instrument works, if it works well and performs the task for which it was invented, then it is a good instrument. Much like the highway system, again, if it gets the traveler to his destination safely and with a minimum of “deviation,” then we must call it a good road.

This book has as an obvious recommendation the fact that it does exactly this. It offers itself as a source book on the principal teachings of the Catholic Church. This goal has been accomplished with evident dedication and erudition. For students of the faith and their teachers, this book, The Catholic Catechism, will be a warmly welcome tool and, in the midst of confusion, a relief.
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JOHN CARDINAL WRIGHT

Vatican City


INTRODUCTION

This volume is intended to meet a widely felt need for an up-to-date and concise source book on the principal teachings of the Catholic Church. Since the close of the Second Vatican Council, there has been such an accumulation of ecclesiastical constitutions and decrees and so many changes they introduced in Catholic practice that few people have been able to keep up with all that has happened. Much less could they be expected to assemble the documents and information in some organized fashion.

At the time of the Council of Trent, a number of manuals were published to capsulize the declarations of that historic council. Among them were the Catechisms of Peter Canisius and Robert Bellarmine for popular use, and the authoritative Roman Catechism, decreed by the Council for parish priests and teachers to help them explain the faith to the people.

The situation after the Second Vatican Council is somewhat different. Unlike Trent, the twenty-first ecumenical council was not so much struggling to safeguard the faith as to interpret and expand the Church’s message of salvation for modern times. As a result, the Vatican documents do not call for the same pastoral editing as was necessary for the definitions and highly technical statements published in the sixteenth century. They are already pastoral in their approach and immediately useful for clergy and laity alike. But they need to be co-ordinated and, as far as possible, synthesized in order to bring out clearly what the Church’s hierarchy is saying and what direction the Church is taking as we face the complexities of our communications age. Otherwise the sheer quantity of documentation is liable to confuse or at least obscure the guidance of the Holy Spirit in our day.

The Second Vatican Council presumed on the Church’s ageless teaching and built on the declarations of popes and councils, the writings of saints and mystics, and the collective faith of the People of God. This vast tradition represents, along with Sacred Scripture, the revealed wisdom that Catholic Christianity cherishes as its most precious gift from the Father of Lights.

It is not easily accessible to most people, however, and so immense that some synthesis was called for. A parallel purpose of this volume, therefore, is to offer those who use it a handy guidebook of the Catholic tradition, whether formally documented in ecclesiastical sources or implicitly accepted by the faithful under the aegis of the Church’s hierarchical leaders. Hopefully it will answer to the desire of many for an expression of their corporate religious convictions, which run deeper than any piece of writing or Church legislation can articulate, since they are born of the invisible grace of God, who is living and active in the hearts of all who believe.

There are three parts to the volume, of unequal length, dealing in sequence with the faith, morality, and ritual of the Catholic Church. While it is impossible, practically, to separate these three levels of doctrine, it is nevertheless useful to do so for reasons of clarity. There will necessarily be overlapping of areas from one level to another, since whatever pertains to belief also affects morality and worship, and so of other relationships. One way to obviate these overlappings was to make sure that cross references were available from belief to morals to worship; yet all the while, each section of the triad has been given its full attention.

Another reason for the threefold division was to help the catechist present the matter in some consistent and pedagogically recognized form. We should be able to distinguish the doctrines we believe on God’s revealed word, the actions we practice in response to his manifest will, and the worship of praise and service we give him as our Creator and Lord and the goal of our destiny.

A studied effort was made to concentrate on those aspects of belief, conduct, and ritual that are most significant. This means that a hierarchy of doctrines is not only permissible but recommended. It does not mean that some doctrines are more true than others, since whatever God has revealed is true and whatever we conclude from his revelation is also valid. But some truths are more in the limelight than others, or more immediately pertinent than others, and therefore more pastorally deserving of attention. How does this happen?

In some periods of Christian history, certain features of the Christian faith and order are more severely challenged, or more emphasized because of contemporary needs, or more plainly seen because they answer to people’s wants, or more in tune with the changes in culture and more able to satisfy the legitimate expectations of human society. In any case, this adaptation tends to fluctuate and has nothing to do with God’s immutable truth. The Trinity of Persons in God and the duality of natures in Christ, the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist and the primacy of his vicar on earth are perennially important even while they may differ in the way the Church stresses now one and now another of the Christian mysteries so as to be of best service to mankind. Both continuity and change were given free range in the composition of the book, but each for different reasons. We need a sense of continuity, since we believe that Christ, the invisible head of the Church, is the same yesterday, today, and forever. Hence the attention paid to giving a clear presentation of the basic truths of Christianity. We also need a sense of flexibility since we believe the Church is a living organism that thrives on adaptation. Hence the concern to show the particular value of certain religious principles and practices in the postconciliar age.

The method followed in presenting the Church’s doctrine is a combination of history and logic. Doctrines are placed into a historical framework by tracing their origins to the Old and New Testaments and placing their development within the context of persons, places, and times. The doctrine thus becomes more intelligible because it is viewed in the setting of its vital growth over the centuries.

Naturally this attempt to give a historical perspective had to be measured by the page limitations of the book and also by the main focus of what is presented, namely the teachings themselves. The primary aim throughout was to give the doctrines themselves, whether of creed, code, or cult, and to make them plain. Yet without also taking into account their historical background, there was the risk of making the Church’s official or accepted teachings seem to be what they are not, a collection of categorical statements produced by ecclesiastical authority and detached from real life.

Some may wonder why we have not had more such compendia of Catholicism published by now, since the Vatican Council finished in the midsixties. The main reason is that there have been three stages to the Council, not commonly adverted to. The first stage was the elaborate preparation, which began in 1959 when Pope John XXIII announced his intention to convoke a general council. During this time extensive studies were made on the basis of an enormous correspondence with all parts of the Catholic world. Out of this period came the agenda for the Council and the preliminary drafts of the future documents.

The second stage was the Council itself, which covered a span of four years. Pope John opened the first assembly, which ran from October 11 to December 8, 1962. Following John’s death on June 3, 1963, Paul VI reconvened the Council for the other three sessions, which finally closed on December 8, 1965. The Council prelates issued, with Pope Paul’s approval, sixteen distinct documents, i.e., two dogmatic and two pastoral constitutions, nine decrees and three declarations, all of which reflect its pastoral outlook toward renewal and reform in the Catholic Church.

The third stage came after the Council closed, but it depended on what had been decided during the actual sessions. This was to implement many of the conciliar decisions by means of special commissions, working under the Pope. The implementation has taken the form of by now several score “Norms of Application” of the conciliar documents, ranging from new faculties granted to bishops to the directives for mixed marriages. The present compendium of faith and practice could not have been written until a sufficient number of such norms had been officially promulgated as affecting the essential aspects of Catholic living.

In the spirit of the late Council, the Bible is given special prominence in the presentation of what Catholics believe, how they worship, and what their religion means to them. Always kept in view, however, was the fact that, from the Catholic standpoint, the Scriptures are not self-explanatory, that they require the Church’s magisterium or teaching authority to explain what the more substantive passages mean and how they are to be lived out by the faithful. The resulting amalgam of biblical passages and ecclesial pronouncements is not strange to one who sees, with St. Peter, that “the interpretation of scriptural prophecy is never a matter for the individual. Why? Because no prophecy ever came from man’s initiative. When men spoke for God it was the Holy Spirit that moved them” (2 P. 1:20–21). Catholicism holds that the same Spirit now abides in the Church as a community of believers who are assured of the truth by their agreement among themselves under the guidance of the successors of the apostles united with Peter’s successor, the bishop of Rome.

Part of the genius of the Catholic Church, reflected in these pages, is her ability to maintain a careful balance between extremes. Instead of taking one side of a radical “either, or,” she remains faithful to God’s eternal “and,” which spans both sides of what the natural man is inclined to call a contradiction but which the spiritual man knows is simply a mirror of divine mystery.

Christianity is therefore full of paradoxes, or apparent contradictions, which the Holy Spirit has successfully proclaimed for two millennia through the Church, which he animates as the soul of her corporate existence.

As Catholicism looks upon reality it is not monistic, since the universe is not either God or the world; it is God and the world. Jesus Christ is not either God or man; he is God and man. The head of the Church he founded is not either Christ or the Pope, but Jesus Christ is her invisible head and the Pope is Christ’s vicar on earth. Man’s hope of salvation does not depend on either grace or free will, but on divine grace, which envelops every human action and man’s free co-operation with the invitation of God. The sacraments we receive are not either pure symbols or sources of God’s grace, but they are symbolic rituals and causes of divine blessings which they signify. Our conduct is not either all good because everyone is saved or all bad because everyone is depraved, but it is good and bad because we can either co-operate with God’s will or reject the advances of his love.

Whatever else this catechism is intended to bring out it is the simple complexity of the Christian religion. It is simple in that all, even the least learned, can profess the fullness of faith and grow in that childlike holiness which the Savior expects of his followers. It is also complex, however, in the depth of its revealed mysteries, which defy merely human analysis or the efforts of pure reason to comprehend.

In this sense, a catechism is not like other books. It makes no claim to explain what it contains, except insofar as words need clarification or the terms that are often technical need to be simplified.

The intended reading audience of this Catholic catechism are all those priests, religious, and laity, and above all, parents and teachers, who are looking for a concise statement of the faith they profess, the conduct they practice, and the worship they give to the Lord—not so much for themselves but for others who, under God, have been placed under their care. It is called a catechism, not in the traditional sense of a bare list of questions and answers, but in the modern sense of a manual for catechetical instruction. It presumes that what is here described is already believed, and offers some assistance in communicating to others something of the “breadth and the length, the height and the depth” of the riches hidden in Christ Jesus.


PART ONE

DOCTRINES
OF THE FAITH


I. THE WORD OF GOD

The human spirit has a climate in which it lives, no less than the human body, and in both cases we feel the atmosphere by experience. We know, without being told, whether it is warm or cold or somewhere in between.

In our day, the atmosphere of the spirit is scientific, in the accepted sense that whatever we know has been tested by experiment and proved by factual, even mathematical, demonstration. That is one feature of the age in which we are living, its demand for proof, in size, shape, and numbers, for whatever a person is expected to embrace with his mind. Otherwise, so the argument runs, one would be acting irrationally.

Ironically, though, this same spirit of scientific rationalism has a disarming modesty about it. For all its hard demands to be shown before it accepts anything, it is remarkably slow to claim that what it knows is certainly and, still less, unchangeably true. Theories in the sciences come and go, and the last thing a specialist in any field is supposed to say is “the last word” on whatever subject he has been investigating.

Immersed in the present climate of the scientific age, a believing Christian is pressed on two sides. The world in which one lives keeps asking for evidence, it wants to be shown that what the believer believes is not mere illusion but objectively true. This same world protests that all human knowledge is unstable, that what people know today others will know better and more accurately tomorrow. So the man of faith must defend himself against the charge of dogmatism, as though what he believes now has always been true and will remain essentially unchanged in a universe whose only apparent constant is change.

It would be tempting to try to respond immediately to both levels of criticism in our day. More effective is to look at ourselves and ask what too many Christians have taken for granted: What do we believe, and why? This will lead us into pastures that few Catholics, who may be severely orthodox, have ever visited. We are discovering that orthodoxy is no guarantee of perseverance and still less of living up to what the faith demands. Self-knowledge as believers will deepen our loyalty and help evoke generosity, and in the process the commonplace objections will also be satisfactorily answered.

GOD SPEAKS AND MAN LISTENS

Three words are pivotal for a correct understanding of Catholic belief. They are revelation, faith, and reason. Each has its own long history of conflict and consequent refinement, so that the Church’s present insight is deeper and more precise than ever before. We might expect the present challenge from modern science to still further deepen and clarify their meaning.

Divine Revelation. Faith and revelation are related as cause and effect. God reveals himself and, if we respond, we believe. His revelation, therefore, implies God’s awareness of the limitations of our mind. The biblical term apocalypse (Greek apocalupsis, Latin revelatio) means an unveiling, so that a revelation discloses what was previously unknown or at least partially hidden from view.

In his goodness and wisdom, God chose to reveal himself and make known to us the hidden designs of his will.1 His purpose is that, through Christ and with the help of the Holy Spirit, we might have access to the Father and come to share in the divine nature.2

Actually God reveals himself on two levels of knowledge. IDs first witness is in the world of creation, brought into being and kept in existence, as John tells us, through the Word that was with God from the beginning (Jn. 1:1–2). Already in this sense, Christ as God is revealing himself in the universe of created things.

This is sometimes called natural revelation, and the expression is valid if properly understood. It means that, having given us the nature with which we are born (nati), God as it were owed us enough access to knowing him and his will as would enable us to reach our human destiny.

St. Paul clearly insists on man’s responsibility to praise God arising from his ability to know God from the creatures he has made. He told the recent converts to Christianity that some of their contemporaries were keeping “the truth imprisoned in their wickedness.” How so? Because “what can be known about God is perfectly plain to them since God himself has made it plain. Ever since God created the world, his everlasting power and deity—however invisible—have been there for the mind to see in the things he has made. That is why such people are without excuse. They knew God and yet refused to honor him as God or to thank him. Instead, they made nonsense out of logic and their empty minds were darkened. The more they called themselves philosophers, the more stupid they grew, until they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for a worthless imitation” (Rm. 1:18–23).

Nor was that all. Paul told the Romans of every generation of history that failure to give God his due honor cannot be done with impunity. Since they refused to worship the Lord whom their reason could recognize, he in turn “left them to their filthy enjoyments and the practices with which they dishonor their own bodies, since they had given up divine truth for a lie and have worshiped and served creatures instead of the Creator” (Rm. 1:24–25).

As St. Augustine was later to explain in his Confessions, there is a grim recompense for man’s refusal to acknowledge God as his master. God allows a man’s spirit to lose mastery over his own body. Lust is the normal consequence of pride.

Strictly speaking, however, revelation in Judaeo-Christianity refers to God’s supernatural manifestation of himself through the patriarchs and prophets of the Old Law, and through Jesus Christ in the New Covenant.

There are two ways that this revelation is (or can be) beyond the natural one already described. In every case it is super- (hence beyond) natural because of the manner in which God discloses himself. It is always somehow miraculous, since God directly inspires the prophet or sacred writer and thus invests him with a share in his own authority. In this kind of disclosure, we assume that our native intellect could arrive at whatever God has kindly revealed. But most people would not acquire this wisdom either adequately or accurately because of our common fallen condition.3 The Ten Commandments and the immortality of the soul are typical examples.

But revelation can be more sublimely supernatural when what God manifests could not otherwise even be known to exist. Such manifestations are called mysteries, like the Trinity, the Incarnation, and the Real Presence. Moreover, after being revealed, they cannot be fully comprehended by man’s reason.

Why should God have shared with us those divine treasures which totally transcend the understanding of the human mind?4 He did so to offer us the means of reaching our supernatural destiny. Having eternally chosen to make us heirs of heaven and partakers in his own happiness, he gave us the resources for arriving there.

All these resources are summed up in the person of Jesus Christ. After God had spoken in many and varied ways through the prophets, “now at last in these days,” he “has spoken to us in his Son” (Heb. 1:1–2). He sent his Son, the eternal Word who enlightens all men, so that he might dwell among men and tell them of the innermost being of God.5 What makes this revelation unique is that Christ is the physical Incarnation of the Deity. To see Jesus is to see the Father (Jn. 14:9). He speaks as “a man to men.” And yet, being God in human form, “he speaks the words of God.”6

One of the major developments in Catholic doctrine has been the clearer understanding that not only Christ’s words but everything about his stay on earth in the first century reveals God to us in our day. Not only what he said, but what he did not say, his silence, is revealing. His signs and wonders, or even his simplest actions, like the tears he shed at Lazarus’ grave or his fatigue after a hard day’s work are revelatory. But especially his suffering and crucifixion, followed by rising from the dead and the sending of his Spirit of truth, are such historic disclosures of the divinity that the world has been completely changed by them.

We see, then, how radically Christianity differs from other religions of the human race. Its adherents believe that Jesus of Nazareth, a man among men, is Creator of the mother who gave him birth and, as Luke relates, Maker of the angels who announced his coming into the world.7 Mohammed, the seventh-century founder of Islam, had no doubt who Christians are. The Nasara, followers of the Nazarene, he wrote in the Koran, are those who worship the son of Mary (Ibn Maryam) as the Son of God (Ibn Allah).8

Response of Faith. If anything is clear from the Gospels it is the call to a free response of faith in God’s revelation of himself in the person of Christ. How otherwise explain that terrifying passage in the closing verses of Mark where the Master states without reservation that “he who believes and is baptized will be saved; he who does not believe will be condemned” (Mk. 16:16)? Echoing this injunction, the apostle explains why faith is so necessary for salvation. “Only faith,” we are told, “can guarantee the blessings that we hope for, or prove the existence of the realities that at present remain unseen.” Indeed, “it is impossible to please God without faith” (Heb. 11:1, 6).

St. Paul further identifies faith as a form of obedience, which the First and Second Vatican Councils said “is to be given to God who reveals, an obedience by which man commits his whole self freely to God, offering the full submission of intellect and will to God who reveals,” and then freely assenting to the truth communicated by him.9

We often apply the term faith to the body of truth to be found in the Creeds, the teachings of the Church and, above all, in the words of Sacred Scripture. The terminology is familiar, but we are referring to something else here; namely, our subjective counterpart to God’s objective communication of himself to us.

Faith thus understood is the first of the three theological virtues set by St. Paul side by side with hope and charity. They are called theological because they not only go to God, as all virtues do, but they also touch him. They are virtues because they are good habits, as distinct from vices, which are bad habits. They are infused virtues, other than habits we have to acquire by repeated practice, because they are directly infused into (Latin infusum, poured into) our souls.

Viewed from another angle, we may say that sanctifying grace vitalizes the human substance and thereupon affects all our faculties of activity. These elevated qualities of action are the infused virtues, from the Latin virtutes, meaning “powers,” which enable us to act far beyond our natural capacity.

Among these virtues, faith is essentially the power to know God as he has revealed himself; hope makes us trust him as our gracious Father and look forward to joining him; while charity makes us his friends.10

As a divinely conferred power of the spirit, the virtue of faith is already present in a newly baptized infant.11 As a virtue of the intellect, elevated by grace, it responds to the environment in which a child is reared and its development corresponds to the training received from the dawn of psychological influence.

This development of the virtue of faith is the fundamental purpose of Christian education. Once baptized, a person has the conferred right to be gradually introduced to the knowledge of the mystery of salvation, become ever more aware of the gift he has received, learn how to worship in the Christian liturgy, grow in spiritual maturity after the pattern of the Savior, bear witness to the hope that the baptized person has in him, advance the spread of the Gospel and of Christ’s Mystical Body, and help in the Christian formation of the world.12

If a child has the right to such education, those who brought him into physical existence have the primary responsibility from God to see that the education is received.13 Thus “it is mainly in the Christian family, enriched by the grace and office of the sacrament of matrimony, that children should be taught from their earliest years (a prima aetate) to have a knowledge of God according to the faith received in baptism, to worship him, and to love their neighbor.”14

Certainly instruction in the faith and training in virtue should be measured by a child’s ability to understand and respond to motivation. But the supernatural power (virtus) is there awaiting development from the moment that divine life was infused into his soul.

Qualities of Faith. As we begin to probe the inner qualities of faith, a bit of history will help to place the matter in context.

The rise of the scientific age introduced, in certain quarters, an extreme distrust of faith as anything but the remnant of an outdated mythology. By the time of Nietzsche’s classic work in 1895, The Antichrist, those who still believed in Christ and his message were considered intellectual morons. According to Nietzsche, “In Christianity, neither morality nor religion has even a single point of contact with reality. Nothing but imaginary causes (God, soul) … nothing but imaginary effects (sin, redemption, grace, punishment, forgiveness of sins).” Logically, then, “This world of pure fiction is vastly inferior to the world of dreams insofar as the latter mirrors reality, whereas the former falsifies, devalues and negates reality.”15

Not a few Christians, including some Catholics, were embarrassed by this avalanche of criticism. So they opted for a faith without knowledge. Among Catholics, those who held these views came to be called Modernists. They began with the premise that the human mind is entirely restricted to phenomena, the external, sensible properties of things. It has neither the right nor the power to transgress these limits. Consequently, God cannot be the object of true knowledge. He cannot be known by either natural or supernatural revelation.

How does a Christian, in Modernist language, pass from agnosticism in the secular order to faith in the order of religion? He does not. Nothing from outside of man explains faith. It is uniquely from within. In fact, it is part of our nature, “a kind of motion of the heart,” hidden and unconscious. It is a natural instinct belonging to the emotions; “a feeling for the divine” that cannot be expressed in words or doctrinal propositions because it has no intellectual content to express. It is an outlook of spirit that all people naturally have but some are more aware of having. There can be no question of revealed truths, which the Church can formulate in precise dogmas. There is only this semiconsciousness of the divine that may be variously stimulated by music or ritual or the sight of a beautiful scene.16

Pope St. Pius X dealt at length with the Modernist crisis, to which we shall return. More relevant now is to recall that the First Vatican Council, cut short by the Italian revolution in 1870, anticipated the crisis by analyzing the nature of faith, not so much as a virtue but as an act of responsive obedience to God’s revelation.

The Vatican Council said many things about faith, but notably that: Faith is an assent of the mind in co-operation with the will under the influence of grace and a free gift of God; the object or focus of faith is God’s revealed word, and once embraced, God will provide that the true faith will be retained firmly and faithfully and not denied or brought into positive doubt.

As a sort of preamble to the nature of faith, we are first asked “Why faith?” The underlying reason is that “since man depends entirely on God as his Creator and Lord and because created reason is wholly subordinate to uncreated Truth, we are obliged to render by faith a full submission of intellect and will to God when he makes a revelation.”17 Furthermore, since the content of faith (in the mysteries) is beyond the ken of human understanding, “We believe that what God has revealed is true, not because its intrinsic truth is seen with the natural light of reason, but because of the authority of God who reveals it, of God who can neither deceive nor be deceived.”18

A negative reply to, “What is faith?” says “It is by no means a blind impulse,” such as the Modernists were soon to conceive. Rather, we give “an assent of faith,” by which a person is able “to consent to the Gospel preaching.”19 This reflects St. Augustine’s famous definition that “Faith is nothing else than thinking with assent.”20

Faith is a free gift twice over. Once because “no one can consent to the Gospel preaching as he must in order to be saved without the enlightenment and inspiration of the Holy Spirit, who gives all men their joy in assenting to and believing the truth.” Consequently, “faith itself is essentially a gift of God, even should it not operate through charity, and the act of faith is a work that pertains to salvation.”21 Thus, without supernatural grace from the Spirit, it is impossible to accept the truth that God has revealed. Moreover, even if a person is in grave sin, he can still believe, and his faith is salvific.

But faith is also a voluntary response on our part. By his act of believing, “man offers to God himself a free obedience, inasmuch as he concurs and co-operates with God’s grace, when he could resist it.”22 Our freedom, therefore, meets the divine freedom, and the meeting is divine faith. It is divine because the revelation came from God; it is faith because the liberty of co-operation comes from us.

The next statement promises to be one of the most severely tested teachings of conciliar history. What must a Catholic believe? The answer is disarmingly simple: “By divine and catholic faith everything must be believed that is contained in the written word of God or in tradition, and that is proposed by the Church as a divinely revealed object of belief, either in a solemn decree or in her ordinary, universal magisterium.”23 But there is more to this answer than meets the eye. So many things are said that it will be worth numbering them in sequence.

1. Besides being divine, faith is also to be catholic (lower case), in that a believer is to accept everything that God has revealed. Hence faith should be universal (cattolica) and not selective of what a person chooses to believe.

2. Through what channels has divine revelation been communicated? Literally “in the written or handed-down word of God.” We shall examine the two media later on. Here it may be noted that, while Vatican II further clarified what this means, it repeated its predecessor on the fact that Scripture and Tradition are both sources of God’s revealed message to mankind.

3. There is nothing ambiguous about how a Catholic knows what to believe: whatever the Church proposes as having been revealed. Christ, therefore, not only committed to the Church the fullness of his word, but through the Church he continues to transmit the Gospel of salvation.

4. Then, to remove every shade of ambiguity, Catholics are informed how the Church offers her adherents the word of God. The transmission occurs either by way of occasional, solemn teaching, as in the case of an ecumenical council; or by means of the perennial exercise of the Church’s official teaching authority. It is especially this second form of transmission, found in the ordinary and universal teaching of the Catholic hierarchy, that has come under assault by those who want nothing less than solemn definitions as an index of obligation to believe.

What about the duty of a Catholic to remain steadfast in the faith that he professes? The question revolves around the nature of certainty in faith. Four centuries before, the Lateran Council stated the uniform tradition of the Church, that “faith cannot admit any error.”24 Now the problem was more subtle. Would a Catholic ever be justified, because of difficulties against his faith, to doubt or renounce his beliefs? The Council replied by comparing two classes of people, namely Catholics and others. Their respective situations are not the same: “Those who have accepted the faith under the magisterium of the Church can never have any just reason for changing that faith or calling it into doubt.”25 Why not? Because God is never wanting with his grace, and because the evidence for accepting this faith is such that a Catholic does not have objectively valid grounds for doubting or denying what, perhaps subjectively, he finds trouble in believing.26

Function of Reason. Inevitably the same Council, which went to such pains to explain the nature of revelation and faith had to cope with the role of human reason in accepting revelation and understanding the faith. Two statements of the Council, one on each level, may first be quoted, then explained:


In order that the submission of our faith might be consonant with reason, God willed that external proofs of his revelation, namely divine acts and especially miracles and prophecies, should be added to the internal aids of the Holy Spirit.

If human reason, with faith as its guiding light, inquires earnestly, devoutly and circumspectly, it reaches, by God’s generosity, some understanding of mysteries, and that a most profitable one. It achieves this by the comparison with truths which it knows naturally, and also from the inter-relationship of mysteries with one another and with the final end of man.27



There is good warrant in Scripture for saying that our faith should be consonant with reason. St. Paul tells the Romans to worship God “in a way that is worthy of thinking beings” (Rm. 12:1). And the Corinthians are told that “if Christ has not been raised then our preaching is useless and your believing is useless” (1 Co. 15:14). From Peter’s Pentecost homily on through the apostolic age, Christ’s bodily resurrection was the primary evidence offered to the Mediterranean world that there is no other name than Jesus by which men are to be saved.28

In the first century, as in the twentieth, not only prospective but actual believers have been faced with the claims of Christ, and their minds asked for confirmation of these claims. The signs and wonders he performed were, indeed, signs of his wonderful power and goodness by which “he let his glory be seen, and his disciples believed in him” (Jn. 2:11). They are still effective today to strengthen believers in the reasonableness of their faith, and help others come to the Father through the Son since, as unbiased history testifies, no one could have done the marvels that Christ did unless God were in him.29

Yet it is not only the miracles worked by Christ during his visible stay on earth, notably his resurrection, that gave rational integrity to the Christian faith. As Catholicism reads the providence of God, he continues working signs and wonders in the Church he established in order to give “external proofs of his revelation,” and specifically of his abiding presence in the society that bears his name. We may, therefore, say that Christ’s prophecy at the Last Supper is being fulfilled in two ways, when he foretold that “whoever believes in me will perform the same works as I do myself, he will perform even greater works” (Jn. 14:12). Individual Christians have shown forth such wisdom and fortitude, such self-sacrificing generosity as were inspired by the Savior in whom they believed. Mystics and martyrs and heroic sufferers in every culture are witnesses to the power of God’s grace in frail human nature and precious testimony to the indwelling Spirit of Christ, which alone could explain their achievements.

Christ’s promise, however, has also a social fulfillment in the Church he founded. “The Church herself,” so the last two ecumenical councils teach, “because of her marvelous propagation, her exalted sanctity, and her inexhaustible fruitfulness in all that is good, because of her catholic unity and her unshakable stability, is a great and perpetual motive of credibility and an irrefutable proof of her divine mission.”30

Affirming this in today’s chaotic world is already to give some explanation of why so many who had looked to the Catholic Church as “a sign to the nations”31 have been disappointed. It also explains why the popes have so often pleaded with the Church’s leaders to live up to the expectations of their calling, and with those specially consecrated to the Church’s service not to fail in their witness of holiness and charity. The logic of the faith has not changed since the time of Christ. Either the people, including present believers, see the zeal and sanctity, the unity and stability that presumably are evidence of Christ’s presence in his Church, or the credibility in the Church’s divine mission is weakened and, for not a few, has been lost.

Unfortunately, the further function of reason, as an illuminator of mystery, has been overshadowed in some cases by the preoccupation with establishing the credibility of belief. Certainly the latter is of transcendent importance. But it does not exclude the still nobler role of our minds to penetrate, as far as possible with God’s grace, into the meaning of what he has revealed.

There is a psychological obstacle, however, that needs to be overcome if this highest activity of man’s intellect is to be taken seriously. The obstacle is the prejudice of thinking the mysteries are essentially unintelligible. Most standard lexicons define a “mystery” as something secret, obscure, and unexplained; as that which is beyond human comprehension.

There is a great measure of truth to the definition when applied to the mysteries of Christianity. Among the few anathemas of Vatican I is a sentence against anyone who says that “in divine revelation there are no true mysteries properly so called, but that all the dogmas of faith can be understood and demonstrated from natural principles by a well-trained mind.”32

Admitting this does not allow us to go to the other extreme and affirm that, because we cannot know everything about mysteries, we cannot know anything about them. Failure here may be put down as one of the main limitations of Christian education in today’s questioning age. Rote-memory answers will hardly satisfy the mind. They will surely not prepare the believer to give an intelligent account of his faith, even to himself and less still to the supposedly unbelieving world that wants desperately to hear the word of God and, in its own parlance, “make sense of it.”

The Church’s formula for “making sense” of revealed mysteries is not complicated. It says that there are three ways they can become profitably intelligible, namely by making three kinds of comparison: between mysteries and the truths known by natural reason, between one mystery and another, and between mysteries and our final destiny. These approaches are not mutually exclusive and, as commentators on the Church’s teaching explain, the last of the three methods really includes the other two.

An example of the first comparison would be the resemblance between the mystery of the Incarnation, where the two natures of Christ are united in one divine person, and the manner in which our two components of body and soul are united to form one being. The second would be the resemblance between the mysterious union of divine persons in the Trinity, forming a perfect unity, and the mysterious union among human persons in the Christian community that Christ wants to be patterned on the triune divinity.

The last method of comparison, between Christian mysteries and our final destiny, is actually the whole spectrum of analogies between the natural and the supernatural order. In the former, we have life that we did not confer on ourselves but had to receive from someone else; this life must be nourished from the moment of existence; it must be sheltered, clothed, and cared for; if it is to develop, its powers must be stimulated and its faculties exercised; this life can be weakened through disease and extinguished by death; it is meant to be enjoyed and communicate its joy to others; it has a meaning because it has a purpose, but this goal can only be approximated for the present, since there is a hunger in the human spirit that no earthly food can satisfy; it lives in the hope of a final consummation that will never end.

Transfer these facts and experiences from the natural to the supernatural level, and every manner of insight enlightens the mind that has accepted the mysteries of faith. In the supernatural order, too, we have a divine life, which we did not give ourselves but had to receive it from others, i.e., Christ, the Church, our parents, and all who were instrumental in bringing us into friendship with God; this life of grace has to be nourished by the sacraments and prayer; it must be protected against temptation, clothed in virtue, and put into daily practice; its development depends on the environment that favors its growth and on living out in action what a Christian professes on faith; it can be slackened by sin and destroyed by deliberate rejection of the One by whose indwelling life it lives; as all life, so sharing in God’s life is to be thoroughly joyful and much of the happiness comes from a generous love that seeks to give others what others have selflessly given to me; the meaning of this life of grace here is found in the prospect it offers of entering into glory hereafter; and the horizon that faith opens up to the believer is nothing less than heaven, where only God has a right to live.

THE SCRIPTURES AND TRADITION

So far we have seen something of what revelation and faith mean, and how reason is not only enlightened by faith but, under the impulse of grace, can understand something of the mystery by which God wants man to participate in his own being.

Saying this, however, is still not locating the place where such revelation is found. Catholic Christianity, speaking most recently in the Second Vatican Council, identifies this source of revelation as Sacred Scripture and Tradition. Before examining the meaning of each phase of this bifocal source, it will be useful to read the conciliar preamble on the subject. It reflects a new approach to the faith that is one of the best fruits of the modern ecumenical movement. At the same time, it retains all that Catholicism has conceived itself to be.

Divine Revelation Handed On. This preamble, which is more of a magna charta of the Catholic faith, comes in three stages. The first stage declares that Christ, who is God’s complete revelation, communicated his Gospel to the apostles:


In his gracious goodness, God has seen to it that what he had revealed for the salvation of all nations would abide perpetually in its full integrity and be handed on to all generations. Therefore Christ the Lord, in whom the full revelation of the supreme God is brought to completion, commissioned the apostles to preach to all men that Gospel which is the source of all saving truth and moral teaching, and to impart to them heavenly gifts.33

This Gospel had been promised in former times through the prophets, and Christ himself had fulfilled it and promulgated it with his lips. This commission was faithfully fufilled by the apostles who, by their oral preaching, by example, and by observances, handed on what they had received from the lips of Christ, from living with him, and from what he did, or what they had learned through the prompting of the Holy Spirit.

The commission was fulfilled, too, by those apostles and apostolic men who, under the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit, committed the message of salvation to writing.34



The second stage of Christ’s commission is to have provided for the successors of the apostles, the bishops whom they ordained, to receive authority to keep the Gospel intact and vital in Christ’s name. Significantly this part of the transmission begins with the word “but.”


But in order to keep the Gospel forever whole and alive within the Church, the apostles left bishops as their successors, handing over to them the authority to teach in their own place. This Sacred Tradition, therefore, and Sacred Scripture of both the Old and New Testaments are like a mirror in which the pilgrim Church on earth looks at God, from whom she has received everything, until she is brought finally to see him as he is, face to face.35



The last stage of transmitting the word of God involves the Church, in which the hierarchy are the authorized custodians of what they had received—back through the centuries of episcopal ordination—from the apostles who were personally with Christ. Again we may note that the opening word is “therefore.” It becomes the conclusion to what had preceded.


Therefore, the apostolic preaching, which is expressed in a special way in the inspired books, was to be preserved by a continuous succession until the end of time. Hence the apostles, handing on what they themselves had received, warn the faithful to hold fast to the traditions which they have learned either by word of mouth or by letter, and to fight in defense of the faith handed on once and for all.36

Now what was handed on by the apostles includes everything which contributes toward holiness of life and increase of faith of the people of God. And thus the Church, in her teaching, life and worship, perpetuates and hands on to all generations all that she herself is, all that she believes.37



A careful reading of the foregoing statements shows that the operative verb, “to hand on,”—the nearest English equivalent of the Latin tradere—has all the nuances of faithfully transmitting to others what one had received as a priceless legacy before him.

Consequently there is a legitimate sense in which Catholics affirm that Christian revelation was “closed” with the apostolic age. The term “closed” should not be jarring. It simply means that since Christ is Truth incarnate, he entrusted the fullness of this truth to men whom he chose as his special witnesses. Perhaps the word “filled” would avoid the impression that what Christ bequeathed to his Church was a static pool. If we are to use figures of speech, a better image would be a bottomless sea.

We must emphasize, however, that the Church is no mere custodian of the Gospel. No doubt, her divinely appointed function is periodically to determine in precise and even technical language what God has revealed, and what his revelation means. But the word of God is also a living voice, ever active and “alive within the Church.” Let us remember that the same Christ who revealed himself to the Church as Truth is also the Life who animates the Church he founded and the Way who leads the Church to his heavenly Father.

What Is the Bible? Most people take the Bible for granted. They just assume that it was “always there,” without realizing that the history of the Bible gives a fair cross section of the history of God’s revelation to the human race. Dates are important, even when some of them have to be approximated because they cover periods that go back several millennia.

Archaeology tells us that, while writing was practiced in very ancient times and by many different people, alphabetical writing or phonetic script originated with the Semites in Mesopotamia about 2000 B.C. This may rightly be called the cultural beginning of the Bible. The development of the alphabet put the capstone on language development. Phoenicians and Hebrews began using symbols with the exclusive phonetic (sound) value of single syllables or consonants. They had dropped the ideographic symbols of nonpicturable things and, of course, pictographic signs altogether. The essence of the alphabet consists in the use of a small number of arbitrary symbols to represent sounds rather than objects or even ideas. Immediately the alphabetic (phonetic) system spread from the Near East to Greece, from there to Rome and, in time, throughout the world, but mainly to Europe and Africa. It went as far east as India. But to this day, the cultures of China and other segments of what we call the Far East are not alphabetical. They are essentially pictographic or ideographic in their written communication.

Among other advantages of the alphabetical form of writing, without which we could not properly speak of the Bible, are that it allows for a maximum of factual and conceptual communication in a minimum area of writing space; it allows for a maximum depth content in the ideas transmitted, with a minimum number of distinct (and easily learned) symbolic expressions; it allows for maximum nuances of meaning, depending on the location of words in a sentence, inflection of words used, and absorption of words from other cultures.

Abraham arrived in Canaan about 1850 B.C., a native of the region where alphabetical writing was born. The Exodus is commonly dated between 1250 and 1230 B.C., during which time Moses received the revelations on Mount Sinai. At least from the beginning of the Christian era, Moses has been credited with the composition of what is known as the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy); though most scholars now hold that in their present form, these books are made up of various written documents dating from the ninth to the fourth century before Christ. Nevertheless, given the explicit statements of Christ and the apostles about the Mosaic origin of the Pentateuch, the Catholic Church has officially held that the first five books of the Bible are somehow of Mosaic authorship.38 Moreover, the Church further concedes the existence of pre-Mosaic sources and a gradual growth of the Mosaic laws and historical narratives, due to the social and cultural conditions of later times.39

Speaking of the Torah (Hebrew Bible, literally “the Law”) as a whole, Vatican II bypassed the cluster of disputed questions about its authorship and gave instead this observation on its indisputable value for Christians:


The books of the Old Testament, in accordance with the state of mankind before the time of salvation established by Christ, reveal to all men the knowledge of God and of man and the ways by which God, merciful and just, deals with men. Although these books contain some things which are incomplete and temporary, nevertheless they show us a true divine pedagogy. These same books, then, give expression to a lively sense of God, sound wisdom about human life, and a marvelous treasury of prayers, and in them the mystery of our salvation is present in a hidden way. Christians should receive them with reverence.40



The next historic date in the story of the Bible is about the turn of the first century, some thirty years after the destruction of Jerusalem. By that time, a strong rabbinical school had arisen at Jamnia, a dozen miles south of the modern Israeli port of Tel Aviv-Jaffa. It was at Jamnia that the rabbis held, c. A.D. 100, a famous synod at which the canon of the Old Testament was redefined for the people.

The synod laid down four criteria to determine which books should be removed from the Jewish Scriptures as apocryphal. Their first criterion was that the book had to conform to the Pentateuch; besides, it could not have been written after the time of Esdra (c. 400 B.C.), and it had to be written in Hebrew and in Palestine. Since certain books did not meet these requirements, they were rejected. Baruch and the Epistles of Jeremiah were not of Palestinian origin. Ecclesiasticus (Ben Sira) and First Maccabees were written after the time of Esdra. Tobit, along with parts of Daniel and Esther, were originally composed in Aramaic and also probably outside of Palestine, the Book of Judith was probably written in Aramaic, and Wisdom and Second Maccabees were written in Greek. After dropping these books from the Palestinian canon, the latter was closed, and once the contents were fixed, the text was also agreed upon. In their own words, the rabbis “made a fence around it.”

They also provided for a new translation into Greek to replace the Septuagint, made in the third century B.C., which the Gentile Christians had appropriated and were using for apologetic purposes—for example, to prove the virginal conception of Christ from the term parthenos (virgin) in Isaiah 7:14. The Jewish translator, Aquila, rendered it neanis (young woman).

As we come to the New Testament, the present listing of its twenty-seven books, from Matthew to the Apocalypse, corresponds to their sequence in most of the ancient manuscripts. Actually, if we exclude the undatable Hebrew Matthew, the first piece of New Testament writing (all in Greek) was more likely the First Letter of Paul to the Thessalonians (c. A.D. 51), and the last pieces were the three letters of John.

Almost as soon as the present New Testament was written, rival Christian scriptures began to appear. Commonly called the Apocryphal New Testament, its composition spans a period from the end of the first century to the beginning of the fourth.

In spite of their unfamiliarity, the Christian Apocrypha are of capital importance for an understanding of Catholic Christianity. The Koran of Islam, believed to have been revealed to Mohammed, uses the Apocrypha almost exclusively in its extensive presentation of Jesus of Nazareth and the Christian religion. And as early as A.D. 382, Pope Damasus I published a complete list of the canonical (inspired) writings of the Bible in which he decreed “what the universal Catholic church accepts and what it must avoid.”41 He was careful to exclude from the biblical canon all the apocryphal writings that by then had insinuated themselves in some Christian communities of the East. Incidentally, his canon of the Old Testament went back to the Septuagint version, and therefore included what the rabbis at Jamnia had declared were apocryphal Jewish scriptures.

In the midfifteenth century, the Council of Florence (under Pope Eugenius IV), which sought reunion with the Eastern Orthodox, repeated the Roman Catholic canon of the Bible, verbatim as it had been declared by Damasus I a millennium before. But exactly a century later, another General Council, of Trent under Pope Paul III, returned to the same issue. The reason was the challenge of the Protestant Reformers, who preferred the rabbinical Old Testament and dropped several writings of what, by then, was the recognized New Testament. The Council of Trent solemnly restated the teachings of Pope Damasus and the Council of Florence. But it failed to restore complete biblical unity among Christians. By the end of the sixteenth century, it is true, the Protestant New Testament was the same as the Roman Catholic; but the Protestant Old Testament no longer contains the books which the Pharisees at the Council of Jamnia had removed from the Torah.

What Is Tradition? Much had transpired since the sixteenth century, when the Reformers insisted that the only source of divine revelation was the Bible. To meet this challenge, the Council of Trent began by observing that “Jesus Christ ordered his apostles, who are the source of all saving truth and moral teaching, to preach it to every creature.” It went on to add, however, that “this truth and teaching are contained in written books and in the unwritten traditions that the apostles received from Christ himself or that were handed on, as it were from hand to hand, from the apostles under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and so have come down to us.”42

Four hundred years later, the Second Vatican Council accepted the teachings of Trent but proceeded to clarify what they meant in a way that reflects an extraordinary development of Catholic doctrine. True, in a basic sense, Catholicism believes that the whole content of God’s revealed word is not limited to the biblical page. But it also sees that the Bible and tradition are intimately related, in fact are interdependent:


There exists a close connection and communication between Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture. For both of them, flowing from the same divine wellspring, in a certain way merge into a unity and tend toward the same end. For Sacred Scripture is the word of God inasmuch as it is consigned to writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, while Sacred Tradition takes the word of God entrusted by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit to the apostles, and hands it on to their successors in its full purity. Thus, led by the light of the Spirit of truth, they may in proclaiming it preserve this word of God faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known.

Consequently it is not from Sacred Scripture alone that the Church draws her certainty about everything which has been revealed. Both Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture are to be accepted and venerated with the same sense of loyalty and reverence.43



The two may not be separated, since “Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, committed to the Church.”44 Practically speaking, then, they belong together; but theoretically they are distinct. How do they differ?

In the light of Vatican II, we should first cut through the semantic barrier. In the Catholic Church, the Sacred Tradition (always with initial capital letters in the official text) about which the Council speaks is not the mere accumulation of ideas or customs, no matter how sacrosanct they may be. The Friday abstinence and Eucharistic fast from midnight would not qualify as Sacred Tradition.

In positive terms, Tradition and the Bible have much in common. Both are the vehicle for God’s revelation; both trace their origin to divine inspiration, to produce the biblical text in one case and the believing community in the other; both ultimately draw on the vision of God incarnate, who gave to the apostles what he came down on earth to teach; so that both are, in that sense, complete and therefore exclude the composition of a new Bible or added Tradition. Moreover, both have been left with the Church and in the Church as a “sacred deposit,” which may not be profaned either by adulteration or competition with mere human wisdom.

At the same time, Tradition differs from Scripture. Where the latter is a tangible product, contained in sacred books, the former is a living reality. It is quite correct, in this light, to view the Bible as part of Sacred Tradition. As the vital presence of God’s revelation abiding with his Church, we may speak of the main instruments or channels by which Tradition has been (and is now) transmitted to the people of God. They are the professions of faith, like the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds; the Church’s liturgy and unvarying practices since apostolic times; the writings of the ancient Fathers and archaeological monuments testifying to what Christians believed and how they worshiped over the centuries. Yet, all of these are only instrumental of the organ of Tradition in the Catholic Church, which is the Church’s teaching authority, or magisterium, namely the bishops as successors of the apostles collegially united among themselves and under the bishop of Rome.

Development of Doctrine. Intimately related with the nature of revealed Tradition is the fact of its ongoing development. Few aspects of this side of Catholicism are more controverted today, and yet the Church’s official teaching is clear enough. It was synthesized in one paragraph of Dei Verbum:


This Tradition, which comes from the apostles, develops in the Church with the help of the Holy Spirit. For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words which have been handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made by believers, who treasure these things in their hearts; through a penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities which they experience, and through the preaching of those who have received, through episcopal succession, the sure gift of truth. For as the centuries succeed one another, the Church constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God reach their consummation in that truth.45



What strikes us immediately is the quiet assurance that revealed Tradition is not static but dynamic. It “develops” and “grows,” it “moves forward” and it progresses “toward fullness” until all mysteries will cease in the final vision of God.

What is also unquestionable is how the advancement occurs and where. It comes about primarily through the indwelling Spirit of truth, who animates the Church and every member of Christ’s Mystical Body. The object of the development is both the revealed mysteries themselves and their human expression in verbalized, symbolic forms. Growth is the result of many converging elements in the Church: prayerful contemplation and theological analysis, personal
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