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In Sacred S crip tu re  and  in T radition , one can find the affir
m ation th a t Sacred S crip tu re  was en tire ly  inspired by God. The 
a ffirm ation  belongs to faith. Since S acred  S crip tu re  is insp ired  
by God, the consequence follows th a t it is true, th a t is th a t Sa
cred  S crip tu re  teaches divine R evelation w ith o u t error.

N onetheless, it has never been precisely  sta ted  in a definitive 
(infallible) way in w hat does such an inspiration  and truth  (or 
inerrancy) of Sacred S crip tu re  consist.

Therefore, I shall take the liberty  of proposing a p a rticu la r 
hypothesis, w hich could also be m istaken '. I fully realize tha t in 
such m atte rs  the definitive judgem ent belongs to the Suprem e 
A uthority  of the C hurch because the unfailing  assistence of the 
Holy S p irit was prom ised to the  Church, and  no t to the indivi
dual theologian.
Revelation

God m ade known to the H ebrew  people a Revelation reg ar
ding religious tru ths, m ore precisely, regarding: 1) God himself;
2) the destiny of man; 3) m oral law.

Such a Revelation was no t m ade d irectly  by God to every 
Israelite , bu t was m ade d irectly  to the P a tria rch s  and to some 
m en chosen by God, who w ere called «prophets». God revealed

1 Previously, I have already dealt with this issue in my article 
«L’inerranza biblica e la progressività della Rivelazione», in Humanitas 
(1967) 3, pp. 324-340; then this article was published again, together with 
another essay on the same issue: «Precisazioni sull’ispirazione e l ’inerran
za della S. Scrittura», which can be found in my book «Questioni dibattu- 
re di Teologia», vol. 1, Pont. Univ. Lateranense, Città Nuova, Roma 1977, 
pp. 11-44. I am now taking up the issue again after further reflextions, 
because I believe I can deal with it in a more organic and simple way.
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som e tru th s  to such p rophets and  then o rdered  them  to com m u
nicate these tru th s  to  the  people. Therefore, in general, Revela
tion  was diffused orally  and  only subsequently  it was w ritten . 
This also occurred  in the case of the Revelation m ade know n by 
Jesus.

Revelation w as not m ade known by God all a t once, bu t ra 
th e r  in a g radual way.

This notion of the g radualness of Revelation is en tirely  com 
m on and peaceful. N onetheless, th is can be understood  in two 
d ifferent ways.

a) One can th ink th a t the H ebrew  people m ay have posses
sed, in every period of its h istory, only the religious ideas, w hich 
w ere revealed up to then, by God. This m eans assum ing th a t God 
has, in some way, elim inated  from  the m ind of the H ebrew  peo
ple, all those w rong religious ideas w hich otherw ise, u n d er o rd i
nary  conditions, m ight have been inherited  by the orig inal peo
ple. According to this supposition, the H ebrew  people from  the 
beginning, m ight have only had tru e  religious ideas: perhaps a 
few ideas, b u t no t m ixed w ith  e rro rs .

b) A nother way to u n d ers tan d  the g radualness of Revelation 
is th a t of thinking th a t in itia lly  the H ebrew  people, beyond pos
sessing the religious ideas revealed by God, m ay have m ain tained  
religious ideas of pagan orig in  in all the o th er questions w hich 
w ere not yet clarified  by God.

To give an  exam ple, the  patrim ony  of the religious ideas of 
Israe l w ould not have been only co nstitu ted  by a light w hich g ra 
dually  intensifying, b u t w ould have been co nstitu ted  by a m ix tu
re of light and fog, in w hich gradually  light w as intensifying it
self, and then gradually  fog was dim inishing itself. D esiring to gi
ve the exam ple a m ore b iblical flavor, instead  of speaking of light 
and  fog, one could speak of a struggle betw een light and d ark 
ness w ith  a victory of light.

According to th is supposition, God w ould not have elim ina
ted  from  the m ind of the H ebrew  people, from  the beginning, all 
the w rong religious ideas inherited  from  pagan people of origin; 
thus, the H ebrew  people, initially, w ould not have only had  tru e  
religious ideas, b u t tru e  ideas m ixed w ith  w rong ideas. Then, du 
ring the h isto ry  of the H ebrew  people, some ideas (those taugh t 
of God), w ould have been p rogressed  un til being to ta lly  diffused, 
while o thers (those m istaken) w ould have been regressed  until 
they d isappeared: th a t is, th ere  w ould  have been progressive and  
regressive ideas.

Of the two ways of conceiving the g radualness of Revelation, 
it seem s to m e th a t the firs t is, a lready  a priori, artific ia l and, in
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fact, it does not correspond to h isto rical data. It seem s to me, 
therefore, that Revelation may have proceeded in the second way, 
w hich is the ord inary  pedagogical m ethod; for example, every 
m issionary  uses th is m ethod to teach  C hristian  doctrine  to new 
converts. This fact, if it is true, is fundam enta l and its considera
tion  can  resolve, in an  en tire ly  n a tu ra l way, some biblical diffi
culties w hich w ould be otherw ise, unsurm ountab le .

Furtherm ore, it is necessary  to rem em ber that, as its object, 
Revelation has only had  religious tru th , not scientific, geographic, 
and  historical tru th  (unless certa in  h isto rica l tru th s  did have re li
gious value, such as the com ing of the Messiah).
Sacred Scripture and Inspiration

Sacred S crip tu re  is co nstitu ted  by various w orks of d ifferent 
lite ra ry  genres: h istorical, poetic, didactic, sapiential, etc. H um an 
au th o rs of these books have been induced and guided by God, 
th a t is, they have been inspired by G o d 2, to w rite  them, and thus, 
to expose their  patrim ony of ideas, w hich w as corresponding to 
the  patrim ony of th e ir people in th a t period  and  in th a t phase of 
Revelation.

Given th a t the patrim ony of ideas of the  sacred  au tho rs con
tained, beyond the revealed  religious ideas, also ideas of hum an  
origin  (scientific, geographic, h is to rica l and  even religious ideas), 
thus one can also find scientific, geographic, historical and reli
gious errors in Sacred S crip ture .

Why did God w ant th a t the hum an w rite rs  w rite  not only His 
revealed ideas, b u t also all their  own ideas? It is en tire ly  p roba
ble th a t he w anted it this way because in th is way (which is also 
the  m ost na tu ra l, less artificial) he ob tained the scope of m ain tai
ning the docum entation o f R evelation ju s t as He had gradually 
realized it. And in fact, if we read  the bib lical w ritings in the o r
d er of tim e in w hich they w ere w ritten  (often an o rd er w hich 
does not correspond  w ith  the o rd er in w hich they are com m only 
published  today), we will realize the progressive diffusing of the 
revealed ideas and the corresponding  regression  of hum an  ideas. 
God w anted th a t the docum entation  of H is pedagogy, w ith  w hich 
he had  taugh t the H ebrew  people, rem ained  th roughou t the ages.

2 The inspiration occurred through the influence of God, both on the 
intelligence and on the will of the sacred authors. The sacred authors 
were not necessarily aware of being inspired; rather, it is probable that 
they were generally not aware of it.
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Exam ples of m istaken religious ideas.
J. Coppens says in one of h is articles: «Sacred S crip ture , the 

O ld T estam ent in particu la r, contains in fact, even in the stric tly  
relig ious and  m oral field, som e affirm ations w hich the C hristian  
fa ith  cannot subscribe to. We are  referring  to the proclaim ed 
sen tim ents of the Psalm s of m aledictions, to the pessim ism  and 
scepticism  of Qoheleth, and to several tex ts w hich deal w ith  the 
survival in the o therw orld ly  life o r w hich describe the eschatolo- 
gical coming of the w orld  and the people of God in a m odality  of 
th inking w hich no one takes litera lly  any m ore» (N ouvelle Revue  
Théologique (1964), 86, p. 934).

The m ost typical case is th a t of the  ideas about the condition 
of souls in the o therw orld ly  life. Consider, fo r exam ple, the follo
wing verses of Psalm  88:

«Among the dead my resting  place lies, equal to the m ortally  
w ounded who lie in the tom b,

whom  you do not rem em ber any m ore, and who are  separa
ted  from  your care.

Perhaps you w ill do w onders fo r the dead?
Or the deceased w ill a rise  to p ra ise  you?
W ill one ta lk  abou t your goodness in the  sepulchre, y ou r fi

delity in the underw orld?
W ill your w onders be show n in the darkness, and  your grace 

in the land of oblivion?»
These phrases do not seem  to express only an u n certa in ty  of 

the au th o r concerning the o therw orld ly  life, b u t it seem s th a t 
they express his convinctions in th inking abou t the o therw orld ly  
life as a «dim inished» life: the o th er w orld is the «land of obli
vion» and these, who find them selves there, are  «separated  from  
your care». It is im portan t to note th a t the same ideas, contained 
in the quoted  text, a re  exposed in num erous o th er texts; therefo 
re, this is not a sporadic text.

Another example: the H ebrew s behaved in a ferocious way 
during  the w ars fo r the conquest of Palestine, ex term inating  all 
the  inhab itan ts of the conquered cities. This w as not an exclusive 
behaviour on the p a rt of the H ebrew s, b u t it w as also com m on to 
all the pagan people of those te rrito ries . N evertheless such beha
viour, in the Bible, is a ttib u ted  to the w ill of God. F urtherm ore, 
in 1 Sam. 15, it is said th a t God re jected  Saul p recisely  because 
he did not ex term inate  all the Amalecites.
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In light of the New Testam ent, it is ju stified  to th ink th a t this 

behaviour does no t correspond  a t all to the w ill of God; the He
brew s in terpreted , even thought in  good faith, as the will of God 
th a t w hich was in reality, a b a rb a ric  custom , independent from  
Revelation. N either is it valid, to say th a t God w anted the ex ter
m ination  of pagan people in o rd e r to defend the m onotheism  of 
Israel from  polytheistic contam inations: a benign and m erciful 
behaviour w ould have m uch b e tte r proved the superio rity  of the 
God of Israel over the false pagan gods and, thus, w ould have de
fended the m onotheism  of the people of Israe l m uch better.

I t is necessary to add tha t one can find w rong religious ideas 
no t only in the Old T estam ent b u t also in the New Testam ent: for 
example, in the firs t decades a fte r the Ascension of Jesus, in the 
thought of the Apostles and of the C hristian  com m unities, the 
idea of the im m inence of the final com ing of C hrist w as diffused. 
This idea is found in various w ritings of the  New Testam ent, p re 
cisely because God w anted th a t the sacred  au tho rs expressed all 
their  own ideas (and thus, those of the Church). The idea of the 
im m inence of the final com ing of C hrist then  gradually  d isappea
red; th is fact was probably  due, not to Revelation, bu t to the sim 
ple, h isto rical developm ent of facts. In the  Gospel of John (90-100 
A.D.), such an  idea is no longer present.
The successive phases o f Revelation

It is now convenient to expound, in a m ore precise way, the 
various phases of Revelation in the Old Testam ent, concerning 
th ree  fundam ental, religious them es: 1) God; 2) the destiny of 
man; 3) m oral law.

1. God.
It can be considered well proved th a t the Israelites initially 

though t th a t there  w ere m any Gods and  th a t each people had  its 
owm God. Jahw eh was the God of the people of Israel, tha t w ith  
w hom  the people of Israel had m ade the covenant at Sinai, accor
ding to w hich they w ould have observed His laws and, in exchan
ge, He w ould have given them  help against th e ir  enem ies, long li
fe, and abundance of harvest. However, every o ther people also 
had  th e ir  God.

Subsequently, the idea th a t Jahw eh w as the g rea test of the 
Gods followed: no o ther people had  a God as pow erful as the God 
of Israel

Finally, the belief prevailed th a t Jahw eh was the only tru e  
God: the gods of the o ther peoples w ere only idols, pieces of
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wood, stone or m etal, w hich had  eyes b u t could not see, w hich 
h ad  ears, b u t could no t hear. The affirm ation  of the uniqueness 
of God can be found in D eutero-Isaiah, w hich goes back  to the 
six th  cen tury  B.C.; however, one can also find th a t affirm ation  in 
D euteronom y that, according to som e au thors, w ould be m uch 
earlier.

The Revelation on Jahw eh w ent still fu rth e r  along, being en
riched: He was holy, faith fu l to h is prom ise, om niscient and 
om nipotent; he had c rea ted  all th ings from  nothing, w ithou t any 
effort, w ith  only the act of his w ill (or, in a way m ore adhering  to 
H ebrew  m entality, w ith  only His «word») and all th a t He had  m a
de w as good 3.

Then, in the New Testam ent, Jesus w ill affirm  the passionate  
love of God for us, righ t up  to the po in t of the folly of the Cross.

From  the gradual m odification in the way of conceiving God, 
the  gradual m odification in the  way of conceiving the re la tion 
ship betw een God and m an, is derived.

For m any cen turies the H ebrew  people considered h is rela- 
tioship  w ith  God as a convenant; the notion of «convenant» dom i
n a ted  the sp iritua lity  of Israel. The w ord «berith», tran s la ted  as 
«convenant» o r «alliance» o r «pact» (and, less well, as «testa
ment») indicates a con trac t of b ila te ra l exchange, freely stipu la 
ted, in w hich there  is a «do u t des», th a t is, an advantageous ex
change for both parties. The following convictions w ere a t the ba
se of th is conception of the re la tionship  w ith  God:

1) There are  m any Gods;
2) Israel obtains the advantage of receiving its well-being 

from  Jahw eh (that is, the victory over its enem ies, a long life, 
rich  harvests and num erous herds, etc.) and Jahw eh ob tains the 
advantage of receiving glory from  Israel (that is adoration , the 
observance of his com m andm ents, sacrifices).

The conception of the convenant resu lted  in being the less ac

3 This objection might come to the mind of the reader: «What is said 
here one can already find in the first chapter of Sacred Scripture, there
fore it is not true that there was a gradualness in Revelation». The an
swer is simple: the first chapter of Genesis (including the first three ver
ses of chapter two) is a very recent text, belonging to the post-exilic pe
riod, written by a sage who used a very elevated language and a complex 
and refined scheme. The following chapters are much more ancient than 
the first chapter. The first chapter was subsequently placed at the begin
ning of Genesis, really to begin Sacred Scripture with a particularly ele
vated and beautiful, dignified text.
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ceptable the m ore Israel understood  th a t Jahw eh w as the only 
God, w ho had no need of anything, w ho had  c rea ted  the heavens 
and the earth  for the sake of love, w ithou t having any egoistic ad
vantage as a scope.

Jesus speaks of the convenant only once, at the m om ent of 
the  institu tion  of the E ucharist, and  He does this in o rd er to link 
H im self w ith the en tire  long, p rophetic  succession of the  Old Te
stam en t and to affirm  He is th a t M essiah or Saviour who was ex
pected  for centuries. Jesus, insofar as we know, in all H is public 
preach ing  never spoke abou t the «convenant» w ith  God; He al
ways speaks about God as the Father, to  w hom  one can only give 
th a t joy w hich comes from  the fact th a t His ch ild ren  love Him  
and th a t His children love each o th er 4.

I w ould say th a t in o u r C hristian  sp iritua lity  the idea of «al
liance» has had very little  im portance o r actually  none a t all.

2. The destiny o f m an.
From  the beginning the conviction w as w idespread  in Israel 

th a t the dead did not cease to exist, b u t continued  to exist in the 
«underw orld», in Sheol. However, th e ir life w as conceived as 
being sad, a dim inished life. The idea of an  o therw ordly  rew ard  
o r punishm ent was com pletely lacking. This conception probably 
does no t com e from  Revelation: it w as also com m on to the su r
rounding peoples (as it was for the Rom an people; Sheol co rre 
sponds to Hades). The Israe lites  w ere convinced th a t God rew ar
ded the good and punished the bad, b u t they thought th a t th is 
sanction  occurred  during  the earth ly  life. The conception of an 
earth ly  sanction began to en te r in to a crisis during  the exilic pe
riod. A typical expression of such a crisis  a re  the Books of Job 
and Qoheleth. Qoheleth believes in God, b u t he explicitly sta tes 
th a t the good often suffer and  the bad  rem ain  well; he verifies 
th is fact w ith  profound pessim ism  and does not suppose, not 
even in a vague way, th a t th is in justice can be resolved. In the 
Book of Job there  is also the sou r cognition of earth ly  injustice, 
b u t there  is also a step fu rth e r  w ith  respect to Qoheleth, since 
th ere  is the m entioning of the idea th a t God, in a m isterious way, 
w ill resolve th is in justice 5.

4 The idea of the convenant with God is an «infantile» idea, similar 
to the pact that a child makes with his father: «If I am promoted, you 
will buy me a bicycle.» Obviously, it is a pact in which all the advantages 
are only on one side.

5 In the first Mass of November 2nd, the passage of Job 19: 23-27 is 
read and this translation is given for verse 26: «and after my skin has
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The clear affirm ation  of the o therw orld  re trib u tio n  appears 
in  the Book of Daniel (2nd cent. B.C.), and in the Book of W isdom  
(1st cent. B.C.)

Jesus w ill then affirm  the true life is the o therw orld ly  life in 
the vision of God.

3. Moral law
The second com m andm ent of love: «Love your ne ighbour as 

yourself» (Lev. 19:18) in itially  was understood  in a re s tric ted  sen
se: the neighbour was a relative. Then, it w as am plified to inclu
de every Israelite , since alia  the Israe lites  considered them selves 
to be descendents of A braham  and thus, like relatives to each 
o ther. Then the foreigner, w ho lived in the m idst of Israel and  
had  also accepted  th e ir  laws, w as thus accepted  as a «neighbor».

In the decades w hich preceeded the b ir th  of Jesus, am ong 
the Rabbis there  was a d ispute  about the w ord «neighbour», con
cern ing  w hether o r not one should give it a m ore am plified sense.

Jesus w ill clearly  give the w ord  «neighbour» the sense of 
«every man»; He m ain tains the  w ord, b u t forces the sense of it.
The truth o f Scripture

Given th a t there  are  e rro rs  in S crip tu re , how can it be said  
th a t «Sacred S crip tu re  teaches the truth revealed by God w ithou t 
error»?

One can say it for these tw o reasons:
1) Sacred Scripture contains the revealed doctrine w hich is 

w ith o u t error.
2) This revealed doctrine is identifiable.
The second point is essential, o therw ise one could not say 

th a t Sacred Scripture teaches the revealed doctrine w ith o u t error. 
In fact, in o rd er to speak of the inerrancy  o f a book, it is not 
enough th a t the divine teaching, w hich is contained in it, is in it
self, w ithout error; it is also necessary  th a t such a teaching is d i
scernib le (identifiable) fo r the reader. Only then does the book 
com m unicate the divine teaching w ith o u t error.

The revealed doctrine, contained in S acred  S crip tu re , is not 
som ething which cannot be discovered, b u t som ething identifia
ble, recognizable, determ inable.

been destroyed, then without my flesh, I shall see God». Thus translated, 
the verse clearly would affirm an otherworldly happines («then without 
my flesh»). Unfortunately, the original text is very obscure.
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This is the essential point of the w hole question  of in sp ira 
tion and of biblical inerrancy. This is th a t w hich is im portan t for 
us, fo r o u r faith  and  o u r salvation.
Theological Criteria to Recognize the Revealed Doctrine

In o rder to recognize the divine teaching in Sacred Scrip ture, 
the following criteria , at least, can be proposed  (I say «at least» 
because I do not in tend  to exclude a t all the fact th a t there  also 
can be others).

1) The first and fundam ental c rite rio n  is tha t of the direct 
com m unication  of the divine teaching, and  th is happens precisely  
w hen the hagiographer explicitly reports tha t which God has said. 
This crite rion  is verified in its m ost com plete form  when, in the 
New Testam ent, the hagiographers rep o rt the w ords and  the life 
of Jesus, who is God 6. It can, however, also be verified in the Old 
T estam ent, although to a m uch lesser degree, w hen the hagiogra
p h er explicitly repo rts th a t w hich God said  to him self (for exam 
ple, in som e of Je rem iah ’s and  Isa iah ’s prophecies). However, in 
o rd e r to apply this criterion , it is not enough th a t expressions li
ke «Oracle of Jahw eh» and  o thers sim ilar, o ccu r in the  text.

2) A second crite rion  is th a t of the progressive ideas, which is 
founded upon the way in w hich God realized Revelation. This c ri
te rion  consists in  adm itting  th a t those a re  ideas 7 taugh t by God 
whose c larification  and  diffusion in the Old T estam ent has al
w ays progressed gradually, little  by little  as the tim es advanced, 
u n til reaching th e ir  culm ination  in the  New Testam ent. The re li
gious ideas, instead, w hich in itially  w ere diffused w ithin  the He

6 Nevertheless, it is necessary to keep in mind the freedom with 
which the New Testament hagiographers also referred to the words of 
Jesus. For example, think about the slight differences with which the Sy
noptics and St. Paul report even phrases which are as important as those 
of the Eucharistic consacration. Furthermore, there are ample incomple
tenesses and numerous modifications in the order of reporting the di
scourses of Jesus.

7 With the term, «idea», I do not intend to refer to particularly ab
stract cognitions, but to any cognition of natural or supernatural reality 
(and facts), and thus, also to the cognition of divine salvific work. Fur
thermore, these ideas were not taught by God only through words, but al
so through historical facts; and, at least in some cases (as in that of the 
problem of retribution), divine teaching has not been independent from 
human cooperation, that is the acquisition of certain ideas was the fruit 
of human research under the guidance of God.
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brew  people, b u t then  g radually  d isappeared , u n til being denied 
in the New T estam ent (regressive ideas), w ere no t ideas taugh t by 
God, b u t hum an ideas, in a large p a rt derived from  the pagan en
vironm ent.

One m ust note th a t th is c rite rio n  is no t new; in fact, a lthough 
it is not explicitly form ulated , it has alw ays been known and  u ti
lized by the Church. The C hurch has alw ays know n th a t Revela
tion  has had  God as its un ique au th o r (and thus, it cannot con
ta in  contradictions) and has reached  its fullness in the New Te
stam ent. Therefore, if in reading the Old Testam ent, for esam ple, 
the  C hurch has no ted  som e ph rases w hose sense (at least, accor
ding to the obvious in terp reta tion) w as not in accord  w ith  w hat 
w as then affirm ed in the New T estam ent, the  C hurch has alw ays 
thought th a t this sense w as not acceptable, even if it was not yet 
in a position to resolve the «difficulty».

These two c rite ria  by them selves, are  already sufficient to 
u n d erstan d  the substance of divine Revelation. However, some 
p a rticu la r points rem ain  unclear. For these, it is necessary  to 
d raw  upon the following criterion .

3) A th ird  crite rio n  fo r recognizing w hat a re  the tru th s  
taugh t by God in Sacred S crip tu re  is constitu ted  by the deepe
ning o f Revelation realized by the Church, u n d er the guide of the 
Holy Spirit. This crite rion  is an am plification  and continuation  of 
the second criterion , since the illum inating, progressive divine 
action  is not finished w ith  the d rafting  of the  last book of the Bi
ble, b u t ra th e r  it continues in the Church.

The divine teaching becom es com pletely discernible w hen the 
Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, individuates it out and defines 
it exactly. Therefore, S acred  S crip tu re  reaches its fu ll inerrancy  
in the hands o f the living Church.
The Im m inence o f the Parousia

If one adm its th a t God has insp ired  also the hum an au tho rs 
of thé  New T estam ent to w rite  no t only His ideas (God’s), b u t to 
w rite  their  ideas 8 (which w ere the ideas of the C hurch in th a t gi
ven period), then m any problem s of exegesis regard ing  the New 
T estam ent w ould im m ediately be resolved in a sm ooth and n a tu 
ra l way.

For example, the hypotesis w hich has now been fo rm ulated

8 In order to document the fact and the ideas of the Church, ideas 
which to a large degree were of revealed origin.
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accords itself well w ith the undeniable fact th a t in the le tte rs  of 
the Apostles the convinction often appears th a t the final Parousia 
of the Lord is im m inent. The diffusing of th is convinction in the 
C hristian  com m unities was entirely  p robab le  and foreseable, if 
one keeps in m ind the idea (which w as h ab itua l for the  H ebrew  
people for a long time), according to w hich there  w ould have 
been only one coming of the M essiah, w ith  the inaugura tion  of 
the  Kingdom  of ju stice  and  well-being on this earth. The Chri
stian  disciples, who w ere b o rn  and lived in the H ebrew  environ
m ent, w ere inevitably influenced by th is idea and  in itially  they 
shared  it. Therefore, they had  the tendency to draw  n eare r (and 
th u s to unify) the com ing of C hrist w hich w as a lready  accom pli
shed w ith His final coming. It was a way to m ain tain  the com 
m on m ental schem e unchanged.

If one adm its th a t God insp ired  the hum an au tho rs to ex
p ress their  ideas, the difficult problem  of C hrist's  eschatological 
d iscourse  can also be resolved easily and w ithout artifices. From  
th is  discourse, as it is rep o rted  in the Synoptics (even w ith  some 
in terna l incoherencies and discordances) it seem s th a t Jesus him 
self affirm ed the im m inence of his own final coming. On the 
o th er hand, from  the rest of the Gospels and from  the New T esta
m ent, we have valid reasons to adm it th a t Jesus w as the  C hrist 
and  God, and therefo re  that, not even as a man, could he m ake a 
m istake concerning a fact so fundam ental as h is final coming.

This problem  is resolveable in a m ore n a tu ra l way thus: Je
sus spoke (more than once) o f his fina l coming; the disciples did  
not understand his discourses w ell (precisely because these di
scourses did no t accord  well w ith  th e ir  own m ental scheme) and, 
therefore, they reported them  badly.

That is all the m ore probable if one keeps in m ind that: 1) Je 
sus, in general, spoke m ore extensively than  w hat w as reported  
in the  Gospels 9; 2) therefore, the  evangelists m ust have m ade a 
synthesis of w hat Jesus said; b u t it is p ractically  im possible to 
synthesize well a discourse w hich has no t been understood  well;
3) w hen one synthesizes d iscourses w hich he has not understood  
well, he has the spontaneous tendency to m odify them  according 
to his own ideas; now the evangelists w ere accustom ed to the 
idea of only one com ing of C hrist and  therefo re  they had the ten 

9 It has been calculated that to read all Jesus phrases reported in 
the Gospels, it would take about two and one-half hours. Now, it is clear 
that in more than two years of public life Jesus spoke longer than two 
and one-half hours.
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dency to draw  n ea re r (and thus to unify) the  tw o visible com ings 
of Jesus: th a t one a lready  accom plished and  the final one.

One can even go fu rther: it is p robable  th a t Jesus repeatedly  
spoke of his various coming, w hich w ere visible and invisible:
1) the invisible  com ing in the day of Pentecost w ith the abundan
ce of His grace; this was a perm anen t com ing and was th a t w hich 
was forem ost in his mind, to w hich He gave m ore im portance, 
since it was the new Kingdom  of God on earth; 2) the invisible  
com ing at the m om ent of the death  of every man; w ith  every p ro 
bability  the parab les on the necessity of vigilance refer to th is co
ming, since we do not know the h o u r in w hich the Son of Man 
w ill come; 3) the visible  com ing a t the  end of the w orld, w hich 
w as the least im portan t of all.

It is probable th a t the disciples, u n d er the influence of the 
m ental schem e of an unique com ing of C hrist unified  all o f these 
comings.

One should add tha t this m istaken  in te rp re ta tio n  did no t im 
pede the C hurch and us in understand ing  w hat Jesus really  w an
ted us to understand .

As for the final coming, the least im portant, the sam e h isto ri
cal events soon m ade it understood  th a t it was no t so im m inent. 
The com ing of Pentecost, w ith  the pow er of sanctification , was 
well understood  by the Church. Equally  well understood  w as the 
necessity  for every m an to always be ready to appear before divi
ne Judgem ent, because death  can suddenly arrive  in the m ost u n 
foreseen m om ent (and it is in this sense th a t the parab les on vigi
lance are  continually  being em ployed by the C hurch in p rea 
ching).
The assistance o f God to the hagiographers and to the Magiste- 
rium  o f the Church

In my book Questioni d ibattute di Teologia (vol. 1, Pont. 
Univ. L ateranense - C ittà Nuova, Rom a 1977, pp. 32-34), I trea ted  
the problem  of w hether there  is a d ifference betw een the assi
stance of God in the d rafting  of Sacred S crip tu re  and  the  assi
stance of God in the M agisterium  of the Church. In conclusion, in 
my opinion, there  is not an  essen tia l difference, but, ra th er, it is 
m ore a m a tte r of degree.

Many hagiographers of Sacred S crip tu re  had, m ore o r less, 
an assistance of the type w hich the F athers of the Second V ati
can Council had  in elaborating  and  approving the various docu
m ents of the Council.

In fact, God certain ly  by being prayed  to insistently, insp ired
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the  Pope to sum m on  the Council and  assisted  the F athers of the 
Council in the d rafting  of texts, even if no t to  the point of gua- 
ran tin g  tha t they w ould avoid every possible im precision and 
e rro r  10. In this sense, He «inspired» them .

It is entirely  p resum able  th a t the assistance of God to the 
w rite rs  of the four Gospels w as p a rticu la rly  intense, given the 
im portance tha t these w ritings w ould have had  fo r the Church. 
B ut it is also probable tha t m any docum ents of the M agisterium  
had  a divine assistance w hich w as m uch g rea te r th a t th a t given 
to various books of the Old Testam ent: e.g., Q oheleth n . T hat fol
lows also from  H istory: in the firs t m illennium  A.D., the Gospels 
and the conciliar texts w ere placed on the sam e level; bo th  the 
fo rm er and  the la tte r  w ere said  to be « insp ired  by God».
Synthesis

God accom plished His Revelation in a gradual way, such that 
the ideas tru ly  revealed have been gradually  increasing, while the 
m istaken  ideas (of hum an origin) have been gradually  dim ini
shing.

God insp ired  the sacred  au tho rs to w rite  all the ir ideas (both 
those revealed and those w hich w ere human), so tha t the docu
m entation  of Revelation rem ained  as He had  gradually  m ade it.

For th is reason, Sacred S crip tu re  also contains som e scienti
fic, geographic, h isto rical and  religious erro rs.

One can say th a t «Sacred S crip tu re  teaches the tru th  revea
led by God w ithou t error»  fo r these tw o reasons:

1) Sacred S crip tu re  contains the revealed doctrine w hich is 
w ithou t error;

2) this revealed doctrine is recognizable by m eans of various 
c rite ria .

10 One must keep in mind that in the Vatican Council II there were 
no infallible definitions.

11 Furthermore, the Magisterium of the Church has the power of de
fining a particular truth of faith, with total infallibility.




