The priest, too, should "approach the word with
a docile and prayerful heart so that it may deeply
penetrate his thoughts and feelings and bring
about a new outlook in him —'the mind of Christ"'
(1 Cor 2:16; n. 80). Deacons and candidates
for the priesthood should be well versed in the
Scriptures, as should those in consecrated life
and the lay faithful. He recommends that °every
household have its Bible, to be kept in a worthy
place and used for reading and prayer" (nn. 8085).
The Pope d edi cates a long section to e ncou ragi ng
the prayerful reading of sacred Scripture through
fectio divine, and he outlines the basic steps: first
(echo, the reading of the text, asking what it says
in itself; then meditatio, asking what the text says
to us; then oratio, asking what we say to the Lord
in response; and finally contemplatio, during
which we ask what conversion of life the Lord
is asking of us. But the process is not concluded
until it arrives at actin, action, where we give our
life as a gift to others in charity. Mary, who "kept
all these things, pondering them in her heart (Lk
2:19) is "the supreme synthesis and fulfilment of
this process' (nn. 86-87),

Part Three - `Verbuni
Mundo', the Word for (lie
World
The Church's mission: to
proclaim the word of God to the
world
Just as Christ came to reveal the Father to
mankind, so the Church has the mission of
proclaiming the word of God to the world. "We
cannot keep to ourselves the words of eternal
life given to us in our encounter with Jesus
Christ: they are meant for everyone, for every
man and woman" (nn. 90.91). This is "the task of
all of the disciples of Jesus Christ based on their
Baptism" (n. 94).
The Church must be missionary: 'In no way
can the Church restrict her pastoral work to the
'ordinary maintenance' of those who already
know the Gospel of Christ. Missionary outreach
is a clear sign of the maturity of an ecclesial
community' (n. 95). This includes the ''new
evangelisation', taking the Gospel to those who
have already heard it but who have lost their
Christian identity in a secularised culture (n.
96). In all of this work, the witness of our lives is
essential, lest the word of God "appear merely
as a beautiful philosophy or utopia, rather than a
reality that can be lived and itself give life" (n. 97).
The Pope raises to God "a hymn of praise for the
witness of our many faithful brothers and sisters
who, even in our day, have given their lives to
communicate the truth of God's love revealed to
us in the crucified and risen Christ" (n. 98).

The word of God and
commitment in the world
The word of God commits us all to work for a
better world, to promote reconciliation and

Me Church must be missionary: "In no way can the Church
restrict her pastoral work to the 'ordinary maintenance' of
those who already know the Gospel of Christ. Missionary
outreach is a clear sign of the maturity of an ecclesial
community" (n. 95).
peace, especially in the face of violent hostilities
that seem to take on the appearance of
interreligious conflict. He says in strong words:
"Here I wish to affirm once more that religion can
never justify intolerance or war. We cannot kill in
God's name!" (nn. 99-102)
Christians should also be characterised by living
out the message of Scripture through their love
for others. The Pope quotes St Augustine: "It
is essential to realise that love is the fullness
of the Law, as it is of all the divine Scriptures
... Whoever claims to have understood the
Scriptures, or any part of them, without striving
as a result to grow in this twofold love of God
and neighbour, makes it clear that he has not
yet understood them" (De Doctrine Christiana, I,
35, 39 — 36, 40; n. 103). The Pope applies this
teaching to different groups of people: the young,
migrants, the suffering and the poor, all of whom
can be involved in the work of evangelisation
(nn. 104-107).

Conclusion
In the Conclusion the Pope encourages all in the
Church to become increasingly familiar with the
sacred Scriptures so that they can 'proclaim the
Gospel to the whole creation" (Mk 16:15; n, 121),
The Blessed Virgin Mary 'Mater Verb, el Mater
laetitiae", Mother of the Word and Mother of joy,
is our model. She heard and welcomed the Word
into her life and then brought joy into the lives of
others. The Pope makes an appeal to everyone,
including those who have fallen away from the
Church or have never heard the word, to heed
the Lord, who stands at the door and knocks (cf.
Rev 3:20). "Let us be silent in order to hear the
Lord's word and to meditate upon it, so that by
the working of the Holy Spirit it may remain in our
hearts and speak to us all the days of our lives.
In this way the Church will always be renewed
and rejuvenated, thanks to the word of the Lord
which remains for ever' (cf. 1 Pet 1:25; is 40:8;
n. 124).
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The
of God
In the Life and Mission of the Church

The word of God and culture
Speaking of how the Word became incarnate,
the Pope says that God's word always takes
root in the different cultures, and that every
culture "has to be open to transcendence and,
in the end, to God" (n. 109). Especially important
in the spread of the Gospel is the world of
mass-communications, especially the internet.
Quoting Pope John Paul II, he states that true
inculturation of the Gospel takes place "when
a culture, transformed and regenerated by the
Gospel, brings forth from its own living tradition
original expressions of Christian life, celebration
and thought' (Address to the Bishops of Kenya,
6; nn, 111-114).

The word of God and
interreligious dialogue
The quickened pace of globalisation helps
people of different religions to see "Almighty
God as the foundation of all good, the
inexhaustible source of the moral life, and
the bulwark of a profound sense of universal
brotherhood" (n. 117). The Pope encourages
dialogue with Muslims, leading to a respect for
'the inalienable rights of men and women and
their equal dignity" (n. 118). He mentions too
the Church's respect for the values of ancient
religions and spiritual traditions, among them
Buddhism, Hinduism and Confucianism. In a
very important concluding paragraph, he points
out 'the need for the freedom to profess one's
religion, privately and publicly, and freedom of
conscience to be effectively guaranteed to all
believers" (n. 120).

Questions for discussion
1. What ideas struck you most in this
Apostolic Exhortation?
2. What are some ways in which the laity can
grow in their knowledge and love for Scripture,
as suggested in this document?
3. What can a parish do to help the faithful
appreciate more the word of God, both in
the Mass and in the celebration of the other
sacraments?
4. How can we take the word of God to the
many people around us who do not know it or
who do not believe in it? What specific ways
can we do this on a personal and parish level?
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Summary of the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Verbum Domini by Pope Benedict XVI

Verbum Domini is Pope Benedict's Apostolic
Exhortation written in response to the Twelfth
Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of
Bishops meeting in Rome in October 2008 on
the theme "The Word of God in the Life and
Mission of the Church". This is the second such
document of Pope Benedict, the first having
been Sacramentum Caritatis, which followed the
2005 Synod on the Eucharist. Verbum Domini
is dated 30 September 2010, Memorial of St
Jerome.
Along with an Introduction and a Conclusion,
the document is divided into three sections. Part
One is on "The Word of God", Part Two on "The
Word in the Church", and Part Three on "The
Word for the World".

Introduction
The Pope begins by speaking of the mystery of
God who has made himself known through the
gift of his Word: "God spoke his eternal Word
humanly; his Word 'became flesh" (in 1:14;
n. 1). In what is effectively a summary of the
whole document, he encourages the faithful "to
renew their personal and communal encounter
with Christ, the word of life made visible, and
to become his heralds, so that the gift of divine
life - communion - can spread ever more fully
throughout the world... There is no greater
priority than this: to enable the people of our
time once more to encounter God, the God who
speaks to us and shares his love so that we
might have life in abundance' (cf. Jr) 10:10; n. 2).

Part One - `Verbum 1)ei',
the Word of God
The God who speaks
The Pope shows how the expression "word of
God" has six different meanings, forming a
"symphony of the word", a "polyphonic hymn".
It means on one hand the Logos, the eternal
Son of God, Jesus Christ, who became flesh
and therefore, "consubstantial with us" . Then
too it refers to the work of creation, the fiber
naturae, through which God reveals himself,
and to the spoken word throughout the history
of salvation. It is also the word preached by the
Apostles and handed on in the Church's living
Tradition. Finally it is the written word, sacred
Scripture. Thus Christianity is not a "religion of
the book" but rather, in the words of St Bernard,
the "religion of the word of God", not of "a written
and mute word, but of the incarnate and living
Word" (Homilla super misses est, EV, 11; n. 7).
In a section headed °The realism of the word" the
Pope shows how the word of God is everlasting,
a firm foundation for our life. When many things
in which we trust for building our lives prove short
lived, we can say with the psalmist, "You are my
refuge and my shield; I hope in your word" (Ps
119:114; n. 10).
Speaking of the "Christology of the word", the

The Pope discusses what he calls the "dark" passages of the Bible, which describe violence
and immorality without explicitly denouncing them. He says we must understand these
passages in their historical context, which is very different from our own, and in terms of
God patiently guiding and educating his people over time (n. 42) The Pope rejects the
fundamentalist interpretation of Scripture which treats the text "as if it had been dictated
word for word by the Spirit" (n. 44).

Pope says that the
Word of God took flesh
and became a man,
"the definitive word
which God speaks to
humanity" (n. 11).
In an expressive
passage the Pope
quotes Isaiah and St
Paul who said, "The
Lord made his word
short, he abbreviated
it" (Is 10:23; Rom 9:28)
... The Son himself is
the Word, the Logos,
the eternal word became small - small enough
to fit into a manger... Now the word is not simply
audible; not only does it have a voice, now the
word has a face, one which we can see: that of
Jesus of Nazareth." Equally expressive is the
silence of the Word on the cross: "The word
is muted; it becomes mortal silence, for it has
`spoken' exhaustively, holding back nothing of
what it had to tell us." St Maximus the Confessor
writes: "Wordless is the Word of the Father, who
made every creature which speaks, lifeless are
the eyes of the one at whose word and whose
nod all living things move" (Life of Mary, 89; n.
12).
As regards private revelation, given to individuals
down the ages, the Pope says it can be judged
by whether it leads back to Christ and public
revelation or not. If it does, it "can introduce new
emphases, give rise to new forms of piety, or
deepen older ones" and "can be a valuable aid
for better understanding and living the Gospel at
a certain time" (n. 14).
The Pope now turns to the role of the Holy Spirit,
who is inseparable from Christ. The Spirit inspires
the Church in her task of proclaiming the word of
God, inspires the authors of sacred Scripture,
and also helps the faithful to understand the
word of God. In this sense St Jerome writes: 'we
cannot come to an understanding of Scripture
without the assistance of the Holy Spirit who
inspired it" (Epistula 120, 10; n. 16).
As regards Tradition, the Pope reminds us that
the word of God was entrusted to the Church and
it was the Church, in her living Tradition guided
by the Holy Spirit, which gave us the canon or
list of the books of the Bible (n. 17). Therefore,
the Scriptures should always be approached in
relation to the Church's living Tradition, under
the guidance of the magisterium (n. 18). The
Pope uses an interesting analogy to show the
role of the Holy Spirit in inspiration: "as the word
of God became flesh by the power of the Holy
Spirit in the womb of the Virgin Mary, so sacred
Scripture is born from the womb of the Church
by the power of the same Spirit... Whenever our
awareness of its inspiration grows weak, we
risk reading Scripture as an object of historical
curiosity and not as the work of the Holy Spirit in
which we can hear the Lord himself speak and

The interpretation of Sacred
Scripture in the Church
Here the Pope sets out the criteria for the correct
interpretation of Scripture, establishing the
principle that "the primary setting for scriptural
interpretation is the life of the Church", since the
Scriptures were written within the Church (n. 29).
The Pope says that "the Book is the very voice
of the pilgrim People of God, and only within the
faith of this People are we, so to speak, attuned
to understand sacred Scripture" (n. 30). And
for theologians, "The study of the sacred page
should be, as it were, the very soul of theology'
(DV 24; n. 31).

recognise his presence in history" (n. 19).
Again the Pope speaks of the silence of God: "In
these moments of darkness, he speaks through
the mystery of his silence. Hence, in the dynamic
of Christian revelation, silence appears as an
important expression of the word of God" (n. 21).

Our response to the God who
speaks

Regarding the historical-critical approach, he
says that it is indispensable because of the
realism of the Incarnation: "The word became
flesh" and it must be studied in its historical
context. But at the same time Scripture studies
cannot be limited to this approach, since the
spiritual sense of Scripture is vital (n. 33).
Moreover, without faith the divine elements of
Scripture, such as the institution of the Eucharist
and the Resurrection, would be explained in
some other way or even denied (n. 35). This
secularised hermeneutic tends "to exclude any
possibility that God might enter into our lives
and speak to us in human words" (n. 36). The
Pope urges Scripture scholars to learn from
the Fathers of the Church, whose example
can "teach modern exegetes a truly religious
approach" (n. 37).

God speaks to man in many ways but man must
respond freely to this gift: "We were created
in the word and we live in the word; we cannot
understand ourselves unless we are open to
this dialogue' (n. 22). As St Bonaventure puts
it, "Sacred Scripture is the book containing the
words of eternal life, so that we may not only
believe in, but also possess eternal life, in which
we will see and love, and all our desires will be
fulfilled' (Breviloquium, 1,8; n. 23).
In the scriptures God himself gives us the words
with which to converse with him, especially in the
Psalms. "In this way our word to God becomes
God's word" (n. 24). Moreover, "The proper
human response to the God who speaks is faith",
both in assenting to the truth revealed and in
committing ourselves entirely to Christ (n. 25).
As always, the model is Mary, "the image of the
Church in attentive hearing of the word of God,
which took flesh in her" (n. 27).
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The Pope now turns to the role of the Holy Spirit, who is inseparable from Christ. The Spirit
inspires the Church in her task of proclaiming the word of God, inspires the authors of sacred
Scripture, and also helps the faithful to understand the word of God. In this sense St Jerome
writes: "We cannot come to an understanding of Scripture without the assistance of the Holy
Spirit who inspired it" (Epistula 120, 10; n,16).
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Even though the Bible is a collection of very
different works written over the course of a
thousand years, they possess a unity, the
unity of God's word who is Christ. In the words
of Hugh of Saint Victor, "All divine Scripture is
one book, and this one book is Christ, speaks
of Christ and finds its fulfilment in Christ" (De
Arca Noe, 2, 8; n. 39). The Old Testament has
an aspect of continuity with the New, an aspect
of discontinuity and an aspect of fulfilment and
transcendence in Christ. As St Augustine put it,
"The New Testament is hidden in the Old and the
Old is made manifest in the New" (Quaestiones
in Heptateuchum, 2, 73; n. 41).
The Pope discusses what he calls the "dark"
passages of the Bible, which describe violence
and immorality without explicitly denouncing
them. He says we must understand these
passages in their historical context, which is
very different from our own, and in terms of God
patiently guiding and educating his people over
time (n. 42). The Pope rejects the fundamentalist
interpretation of Scripture which treats the text
"as if it had been dictated word for word by the
Spirit" (n. 44).
He concludes by inviting the Church to look to the
saints, who derived their holiness and spirituality
from the word of God. Among those he mentions
are St Pio of Pietrelcina, St Josemaria Escriva
and Blessed Teresa of Calcutta. "Every saint is
like a ray of light streaming forth from the word
of God" (n. 48).

Part Two - 'Verb= in
Ecclesia', the Word in the
Church

and can begin confession by reading or listening
to a biblical passage, and in the Anointing of the
Sick, especially in community celebrations (n.
61).

The Word of God and the Church

He goes on to give some practical suggestions
for helping the faithful to be more familiar with
the word of God in the liturgy. First, he mentions
the fittingness of celebrations of the word of
God in certain liturgical seasons, especially in
communities where there is a shortage of priests
(n. 65). He speaks of the importance of silence
in hearing and meditating on the word (n. 66)
and of giving due solemnity to the reading of
the Gospel, through the procession. Churches
should be designed so that the lectern and
altar are easily seen as signifying the "double
table of the word and of the Eucharist". The
book of Scriptures can also be given a place of
honour in the church outside of celebrations of
the Eucharist (n. 68). He emphasises that only
biblical texts are to be used in the liturgy and he
mentions the preference for hymns of biblical
inspiration and Gregorian chant (nn. 69-70).

The Pope begins Part Two of the document
by pointing out that when the faithful receive
the word and believe it, they are transformed,
recreated, "born of God" and made sharers in
the divine life (n. 50). He says the Church herself
and each member of the faithful should first
listen attentively to the word: "only those who
first place themselves in an attitude of listening
to the word can go on to become its heralds" (n.
51).

The Liturgy, privileged setting for
the Word of God
The Pope says that every liturgical action "is by
its very nature steeped in the sacred Scripture",
since the readings and the psalms are taken from
Scripture, and the prayers and hymns derive
their inspiration from it (n. 52). The Pope speaks
of the importance of the word in the sacraments,
where it becomes "performative', accomplishing
what it says, especially in the Eucharist, where
the word becomes flesh (nn. 53-54).
In a very significant section entitled "The
sacramentality of the word" the Pope shows
how the word of God acquires an outward sign
and becomes "flesh" through human words and
actions. He quotes St Jerome, who says, "For
me, the Gospel is the Body of Christ; for me,
the holy Scriptures are his teaching... When we
approach the [Eucharistic] Mystery, if a crumb
falls to the ground we are troubled. Yet when we
are listening to the word of God, and God's Word
and Christ's flesh and blood are being poured
into our ears yet we pay no heed, what great peril
should we not feel?" (ln Psalmum 147; n. 56)
Speaking of the readings in Mass, the Pope
calls for adequate training for the lay faithful
who proclaim the first two readings. He also
encourages those who give the homily to prepare
themselves well by meditating an the word. He
quotes St Augustine: "He is undoubtedly barren
who preaches outwardly the word of God without
hearing it inwardly'
(Sermo 179, 1; nn.
57-59). The Pope also
asks for a Directory
on Homiletics to be I#
prepared to assist
in the preparation of
homilies (n. 60).
The Pope mentions
the fittingness of
using the word of God
in the sacrament of
Penance, where the
penitent can meditate
on a passage of
Scripture beforehand

The word of God in the life of the
Church
The Pope hopes for new season of greater love
for sacred Scripture on the part of every member
of the People of God" in order to "deepen their
personal relationship with Jesus." He quotes
St Jerome's advice to a Roman woman about
raising her daughter: "Be sure that she studies a
passage of Scripture each day... Prayer should
following reading, and reading follow prayer... so
that in the place of jewellery and silk, she may
love the divine books" (Epistula 107, 9,12; n. 72).
The Pope emphasises the need for formation of
the faithful in Scripture so that they will not be led
astray by sects which spread a distorted reading
of Scripture (n. 73).
Since all are called to holiness, they should
respond to this call by coming to a deeper
relationship with Jesus Christ through the
Scriptures (n. 77). Quoting Pope John Paul II,
he says that the bishop "should dwell 'within'
the word and allow himself to be protected and
nourished by it, as if by a mother's womb" (Ap.
Exh. Pastores Gregis,15; n. 79).

