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NE OF THE KEY DIFFERENCES between the Catholic
and the Evangelical understanding of Scripture is the role
that Tradition plays in passing on the realities mediated by
Scripture. Underlying this may be a different implicit under-
standing of cognition itself. A short study such as this will be
unable to address these issues in the depth that they merit, but it
may help to locate an area of convergence as well as difference in
a way that moves the conversation forward.

To approach this topic, I have selected a method that in
archeology would be called a “trench” approach. Rather than
scrape off layer after layer to see the whole of the site in its
successive historical periods, I will dig a trench and then try to
claborate certain principles that seem to be explicative of what has
been uncovered. I have selected for my “trench” one of the two
events in which Mary, the mother of Jesus, plays a clear role in
the Gospel of John. There are only two accounts in which she is
explicitly mentioned: the wedding feast at Cana (John 2:1-12) and
Jesus” words to Mary and to John from the Cross (John 19:25-
27). For the sake of brevity, and because one text will be
sufficient to illustrate the Catholic manner of reading such texts,
I will begin with an historical-theological analysis of John 2:1-12,
an enigmatic text, and then trace a history of how the text has

" This article was first presented as a paper at the meeting of the group “Evangelicals and

Catholics Together,” 2007.
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been understood in the history of the Church. | will then present
some reflections on the principle that “the Church is the
interpreting subject of the Scriptures” as being the basis for a
Catholic understanding of the role of Mary in the economy of
salvation. Then, after giving some examples of “Tradition at
work,” T will conclude with a few reflections on how one might
proceed from here.

I. A STUDY OF JOHN 2:1-12

A) General Remarks

Revelation takes place primarily in events that require divine
light to be understood. These events reach us through the life of
the community that narrates them, thus interpreting them by
transposing event into word. They also live on in the memory of
the community as liturgically enacted, commented upon, and
invoked as principles of community memory in prayer and moral
action. All of this activity forms a community culture, and some
of this goes to make up a body of authoritative literature that is
recognized to be the work of God in a particular way, having a
unique function and authority in God’s plan of salvation.’

This principle is enunciated in Dei Verbum (no. 2):

This economy of revelation is brought about by actions and words intrinsically
connected with each other so that the works accomplished by God in the history
of salvation manifest and confirm both the teaching and the realities signified by
the words, while the words proclaim the works and bring to light the mystery
contained in them.

Commenting on these words, Hans Urs von Balthasar says:

The gradual clothing of the events within the folds of Scripture is not only an
inevitable drawback (because the people of the Orient of that time did not know,

! For a good account of the reality of Scripture as part of God’s plan, see Telford Work,
Living and Active: Scripture in the Economy of Salvation (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
2002).



MARY IN SACRED SCRIPTURE 527

in fact, an historiography in the modern understanding of the term), but
assuredly also this corresponds unqualifiedly to a positive intention of the Spirit.

This means, in effect, that we must make every effort to enter
into sympathetic communion with the literary expression
employed by the Holy Spirit through the human authors,
transmitters, glossators, etc., but we must also recognize that
grasping the intention of the author is not merely a literary and
psychological task—“what he was trying to say”—but also a
theological responsibility, being in touch with the reality his mind
intended. Otherwise, to quote the familiar expression of George
Steiner, our commentary becomes nothing but “texts about
texts.”” I will return to this fundamental principle of cognition
later.

Because of the “intrinsic connection between actions and
words,” it is of fundamental importance to contextualize the
literary means employed by the author. One of the primary
contributions of historical and literary study has been to render a
text more intelligible by placing it in its cultural and linguistic
context and to understand the immediate context of a given
passage by appreciating its place and function within the structure
of the work itself. I will attempt this now in regard to the passage
under consideration.

B) The Wedding at Cana

And on the third day, a wedding took place in Cana of Galilee, and the mother
of Jesus was there. Jesus was invited—and his disciples—to the wedding. And as
the wine ran short, the mother of Jesus said to him: They have no wine. And
Jesus said to her: What [is this] to me and to you, woman? Has not my hour
come?* His mother said to the servants: What ever he says to you, do it. There
were standing there six stone jars, in keeping with the purification [rites] of the
Jews, each one holding two or three measures (16-24 gallons). Jesus said to

? Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Il senso spirituale della scrittura,” Ricerche Teologiche 5 (1994):

* George Steiner, Real Presences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 6.
Elsewhere in the same study, he says, “It is the break of the covenant between word and world
which constitutes one of the very few genuine revolutions of spirit in Western history and
which defines modernity itself” (ibid., 93).

* 1 will explain and defend this translation below.
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them: Fill the jars with water. And they filled them up to the top. And he said
to them: Draw [it] now and take [it] to the headwaiter; so they took it. As the
headwaiter tasted the water become wine, and he did not know where it was
from—the servants knew who had drawn the water—the headwaiter called the
bridegroom and said to him: Everyone first puts out the good wine, and when
they have drunk plenty, the inferior wine; you have kept the good wine until
now. This, the beginning of the signs, Jesus did at Cana of Galilee; and he
manifested his glory, and his disciples believed in him.

After this he went down to Capernaum, he and his mother, and his brothers,
and his disciples, and he remained there not many days.

C) The Context through Which John Interprets Cana
1. Narrative

It is important to locate this text within a brief and schematic
presentation of the nature of narrative.” I begin by defining
narrative as a literary presentation of a completed action. Tzvetan
Todorov describes its basic structure:

The minimal complete plot consists in the passage from one equilibrium to
another. An “ideal” narrative begins with a stable situation which is disturbed by
some power or force. There results a state of disequilibrium; by the action of a
force directed in the opposite direction, the equilibrium is re-established; the
second equilibrium is similar to the first, but the two are never identical.®

If we could use an X-ray on a narrative text, we would discover
that lying underneath the actual word texture are several layers
which, for our purposes, may be reduced to three: event, plot,
and “poetics.” The event is “what happened”; it may be
something the narrator makes up or borrows from the story
tradition of the culture, or, as in our case, it may be an historical
happening. On the second level, this event must be given shape;
that is, its plot must be discerned and presented. The action has

* Much of what follows draws from Francis Martin and Sean McEvenue, “Truth Told in
the Bible: Bible Poetics and the Question of Truth,” in The International Bible Commentary:
A Catholic and Ecumenical Commentary for the Twenty-First Century, ed. William R. Farmer
et al. (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1998).

¢ Tzvetan Todorov, The Poetics of Prose, trans. Richard Howard (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1977), 111.
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to be lifted out of its historical flow of events and given its own
beginning, middle, and end (equilibrium—disequilibrium—new
equilibrium). To do this well is the art of storytelling, as Aristotle
observed long ago. Finally, there is the more complex layer lying
just below the surface of the narrative text. It may be called its
poetics. This term refers to the whole complex of images,
allusions, resonances, and associations, the flow of thought and
feeling created by the words. It is at this level that the narrative
interprets the event in an important way. If event may be
compared to a room, then plot is the architecture of the room and
poetics is its furniture.

The understanding of layers in narrative is very important in
making out what the inspired authors are doing when they
recount an event. Every narrator is an interpreter, and those
whom the Holy Spirit instructed and inspired are no exception.
In fact, the ancients, who had a much more sophisticated
understanding of this law of narrative than do we with our
mechanical view of history-writing, took their responsibility very
seriously. It is most especially at the level of poetics that the
biblical authors interpret the event, and it is at this level that they
choose words, images, and so forth that will place the event on
which they are meditating within the interpretive context of the
biblical tradition.” For the New Testament the basic interpretive
context is the Old Testament, often already interpreted by
successive retellings in the Old Testament itself and in the
liturgical celebrations of the events narrated therein.® As a general
principle it may be said that when the Fourth Gospel re-reads and
alludes to Old Testament passages in order to shed light on an
event it is recording, it understands them in the light of their
contemporary Jewish interpretation, especially their liturgical
expression in the life of the people. Thus the “poetics” of a

7 For a masterful analysis of the poetics of OT narrative, seeMeir Sternberg, The Poetics
of Biblical Narrative. Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading {Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1987).

% For a study of this procedure in the OT, see Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in
Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985).
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Johannine narrative is often drawn from the liturgical life of the
Judaism of the first century.

2. Application to the Cana Event: Allusions to Sinai

Such a principle is particularly helpful in understanding why
John is careful to locate our incident “on the third day.”” After
the introductory presentation of Jesus as the Word of God made
flesh now manifest to us and revealing his glory (John 1:1-18),
there is a succession of revelatory events that are presented as
taking place over a period of four days. There is first the Baptist’s
witness to those sent from Jerusalem, pointing away from himself
to the presence of one in their midst who is greater than John but
unrecognized by his interlocutors. Then, on the next day (1:29),
John witnesses to his own disciples regarding what he learned at
Jesus’ baptism, and calls Jesus “Lamb of God” and “Son of God.”
On the next day (1:35), after the Baptist’s reiterated designation
of Jesus, two disciples follow Jesus and one, Andrew, brings Peter
to Jesus who gives him a new name. Then, o7 the next day (1:43),
Jesus calls Philip who calls Nathanael who is promised that you
(pl.) will see the Son of Man as “the place,” “the house of God,”
and “the gate of heaven” of Jacob’s dream (Gen 28:16-17)—in
short, the new Temple where the glory of God will be revealed."

Four days of successive revelation have passed, culminating in
a solemn promise made to Nathanael, the fulfillment of which
will be the matter of the rest of the Gospel. Then, “on the third

? In what follows, T am presenting one view of this section of the Fourth Gospel. It is, in
my opinion, the most coherent and most in keeping with the general manner in which the
Gospel interprets the events in the life of Jesus in the light of the biblical traditions of Israel.
My main point is to show the importance of the Johannine passage that mentions Mary, the
manner in which this event is to be understood and its relevance for a biblical Mariology.

10 For an extended discussion of the Jewish background understanding of Jacob’s dream,
see Francis Moloney, The Johannine Son of Man, Biblioteca di Scienze Religiose 14 (Rome:
Libreria Ateneo Salesiano, 1976). Also worth considering is the perceptive remark of R.
Bultmann, “Jesus is the Son of Man, not as understood by Jewish and early Christian
apocalyptic, as he who will come one day on the clouds of heaven, but in his earthly presence;
for in this earthly presence, in which he enjoys continual communion with the Father, he
shows to faith the miracle of his doxa” (Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A
Comumentary, trans. G.R. Beasley-Murray, R.W. N. Hoare, and J. K. Riches [Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1971], 107).
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day there was a wedding feast at Cana.” The closest parallel to
this succession of four days followed by a notice of “the third
day” is in the rabbinic rendering of the Exodus account of the
giving of the Torah.'"" In the Old Testament text itself (Exod
19:10-19), the instructions concerning preparation for the Lord’s
descent mention four times that this will take place on “the third
day.” Three of these expressions, in the Septuagint, are couched
in the same Greek phrase as is found in John’s Gospel. There are
several indications that, in New Testament times, Jewish liturgical
practice included not three but several—either six or seven—days
of preparation for the feast of Pentecost, the giving of the Law.*
It is to that practice that John is alluding. Several texts that reflect
that practice are extant, the oldest of which is the “Tractates”
(Mekhilta) on Exodus attributed to Rabbi Ishmael, the substance
of which dates from the second century of our era.
Confirmation that the Sinai event as understood in the whole
of the Jewish tradition is the correct background for john’s
account of Cana can be seen in how the notion of “glory” (kabod)
becomes more explicit as the tradition develops. Exodus 19:16
mentions a “heavy cloud” (anan kabed) on Mount Sinai as YHWH
descends. In Deuteronomy 5:24, when, after mentioning the same
phenomenon, the people say: “Behold YHWH our God had us see
his glory [kébodo] and his greatness.” In the Aramaic interpretive
translations (Targums) of the Sinai passage, the word “glory”
occurs frequently.” Finally, on Exodus 19:9 in Targum Neophyti,
we find the theme of “belief”: “And YHWH said to Moses: Behold
my Word [memra] will be revealed to you in the might [in the

" There are, of course, other competing explanations of the series of days mentioned by
John. The closest parallel is the liturgical practice commemorating the giving of the Law as
reflected in several early Jewish texts that comment on Exodus 19 and following.

2 The variation between “six” and “seven” days depends upon whether “the third day”
means three days after the aforementioned days or simply, in the Semitic manner of counting
days, “the third day” includes the last of the preceding series.

Y The fundamental work regarding Sinai in the Jewish tradition and its relation to John
is to be found in J. Potin, La Féte juive de la Pentecote: Etude des textes liturgiques. 1.
Commentaire, Il Textes, Lectio Divina 65a, 65b (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1971). See also A.M.
Serra, “Le tradizioni della teofania sinaitica nel Targum dello Pseudo Jonathan Es. 19.24 e
Giov. 1:19-2:12.” Mariarnum 33 (1971): 1-39. It is nicely summed up in Francis Moloney,
Belief in the Word: Reading Jobn 1-4 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 55-59.
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thick] of the cloud so that the people may hear when I speak with
you and also that they may always believe in your prophecy,
Moses my servant.”"

3. Other Possible Echoes of Sinai Traditions

The instruction of the Mother of Jesus to the servants, “Do
whatever he says to you,” is clearly reminiscent of the threefold
response of the people at Sinai to the proposal of the Covenant:
“all that YHWH says we will do” (Exod 19:8; 24:3, 7). Later
rabbinic commentary can see this proposal on the part of YHWH
and its wholehearted acceptance as effecting a marriage.'® This
may explain the discreet insistence on the nature of the occasion
achieved by the twofold notice in the first two verses of our text
that this is a “wedding feast” (gamos). Finally, one may note that
wine is a frequent symbol in Israel for the Torah/Wisdom, for the
eschatological age, and sometimes a combination of these, often
while evoking or explaining Proverbs 9:5: “Come, eat of my
bread and drink of the wine I have mixed.”"

" Translation by Martin McNamara and Michael Maher in Neophyti 1, edited by
Alejandro Diez Macho, v. 2, Exodo (Madrid: Consejo superior de investigaciones cientificas,
1970),462. Compare Exodus 14: 31: “And Israel saw the great work which YHWH did against
the Egyptians, and the people feared YHWH; and they believed in YHWH and in his servant
Moses.”

Y It may also echo the words of Pharaoh to the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph; do whatever he
tells you.” (Gen 41:55). This is less likely, however, since the nature of the relationship
between Jesus and Mary is different, and the allusion to the covenant is in keeping with the
general allusion to the covenant in the present context.

' Commenting upon Exodus 19:17, the Mekhilta of Rabbi Ishmael (d. 2d century) says:
“ “The Lord came from Sinai,’ to receive Israel as a bridegroom comes forth to meet the
bride.” See Jacob Z. Lauterbach, ed., Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, The Jewish Publication
Society Library of Jewish Classics (1933; reprint, Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society
of America, 1976), 2:219. For a more complete listing of texts in this regard, see B. Olsson,
Structure and Meaning in the Fourth Gospel: A Text-Linguistic Analysis of Jobn 2:1-11 and
4:1-42, Coniectanea Biblica, New Testament Series 6 (Lund: Gleerup, 1974), 26. For a
discussion of the wider, usually messianic atmosphere of the New Testament use of the
marriage theme, including those NT passages in which Jesus is called, or calls himself
“spouse,” see Ethelbert Stauffer, “gameo,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament
1, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Geoffrey Bomiley (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1964).

' For a complete study of this theme, see A.M. Serra, Contributi dell’antica letteratura
giudaica per lesegesi di Gv. 2:1-12 e 19:25-27, Scripta Pontificiae Facultatis Theologicae
‘Marianum’ 31 (Rome: Herder, 1977), 229-60.
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D) An Interpretation of John’s Interpretation of the Cana Incident

While other interpreters point to other possible background
settings for the narrative and its allusions,'® it is clear to everyone
that the Cana incident is very important in John’s understanding.
It is the first complete narrative in the Gospel; it is included in a
series of days of revelation; it is the first/beginning of Jesus’ signs;
it reveals his glory and initiates the disciples’ faith; and it is paired
with the incident at the end of the Gospel that then leads into the
statement, “after this, Jesus knowing that now everything had
been accomplished . . .” (John 19:28).

Accepting the liturgical practice of preparing for the cele-
bration of the giving of the Torah as background for the narrative
interpretation of the incident, we are alerted to see in the
expression “on the third day” an indication that there will be
another Sinai revelation. Although it is historical reminiscence,
the mention of the “wedding feast” probably alludes, as I have
shown, to the spousal overtones attributed in Israel’s tradition to
the covenant at Sinai. Then, as the third factor in the setting of
the narrative along with “the third day” and the “wedding feast,”
there is the presence of “the mother of Jesus,” followed by the
mention that “Jesus was invited—and his disciples—to the
wedding.”

Having established what narratologists call the “equilibrium,”
John introduces us into the “disequilibrium,” namely, the notice
that the wine ran short. The “force” toward new equilibrium is
described in steps: the words of the mother of Jesus to Jesus,
“they have no wine”; Jesus’ reply; the words of his mother to the
servants; the words of Jesus to the servants; their response. The
new and better equilibrium is articulated in the words of the

% I am convinced that the liturgically interpreted Sinai incident forms the allusive
background of the Johannine narrative. However much of what I say, in company with nearly
all commentators, about the importance of this event as presented in the Fourth Gospel,
especially in regard to the role of Mary, while clarified by the Sinai allusions, does not depend
upon these allusions for its basic message.
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headwaiter."” This is followed by the narrator’s comment: “This,
the beginning of the signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee; and he
manifested his glory and his disciples believed in him.” The
solemnity of the narrator’s comment, with its three heavily
freighted Johannine terms—“sign,” “glory,” and “believe”—
invites us to look more deeply into this event in an effort to move,
as the ancient commentators would express it, from bistoria to
meysterium.”®

The historia of the event is simple. Jesus miraculously changed
water into wine at a wedding feast in Cana. The mysterium—the
inner dimension of the event—requires study and a share in
John’s understanding. This is achieved by allowing the Holy
Spirit, through the words of John, to bring us into living contact
with the event itself: we understand and speak about this event
under the aegis and authority of the biblical narrative.

Every event, since it is the action of subjects and not merely of
agents, has some degree of interiority. This can range from the
apparently insignificant action of two men shaking hands—until
we know that this gesture reverses twelve years of enmity—to the
death of a man on a cross—until we are taught prophetically that
this brings about the salvation of the world. Jean Lacroix once
described this inner dimension of history, referring to it as
“mystery”: “Mystery is that which opens up temporality and gives
it its depth. It introduces a vertical dimension into temporality. It

Y There is a similar rhythm in the second Cana miracle, explicitly so named (Jn 4:46-54).
There is a request, an apparent rebuke, a further insistence, Jesus’ declarative word, the
statement of the official’s faith, and finally the report that “he and all his household believed.”
Both the mother of Jesus and the royal official are brought to a new level in their relation to
Jesus as a result of the apparent rebuke and their response - Mary as disciple and collaborator
and the official as believer.

20 “YWhat he did then, let us listen to now, and in his external action let us make out the
mystery” (Rupert of Deutz, Commentaria in evangelium sancti Johannis, ed. H. Haacke,
Corpus Christianorum continuatio medievalis 9:231). Saint Augustine has much the same to
say: “In ipso facto [the event itself], non solum in dicto [the text of the Old Testament],
mysterium [the plan of God revealed in Christ] requirere debemus,” (On Psalm 68 [PL
36:858]). For more patristic expressions of the same theme, one may consult Ignace de la
Potterie “The Spiritual Sense of Scripture,” Comumunio 23 (1996): 738-56.
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makes of it the time of Revelation, of unveiling.””! Postponing for

the moment a broader discussion of the topic of “mystery” itself,
p ystery

I wish to describe John’s understanding of the event as he narrates

it.

1. Coming in Touch with the Event

Jesus performed a prophetic gesture that foretold that the
future effects of his ministry, including his death, resurrection,
and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, would be the promulgation
of aNew Law. John saw this and presented, in symbolic language,
the anticipated fulfillment of the Sinai event as it was transmitted
in the liturgical practice of his people. Jesus’ prophetic gesture at
Cana was much the same as his multiplying the loaves, in which
he foretold how he himself would one day be the eternal and
living manna for God’s people. This gesture in regard to the
bread, taking place as it did near the feast of Passover and in the
desert, was partially but also erroneously understood by the crowd
as Jesus’ claim to be the new Moses: “When the people saw the
sign which he had done, they said, “This is indeed the prophet
who is to come into the world?!’ . . . they were about to come and
take him by force to make him king” (John 6:14-15). The context
of this manna sign, it is true, as well as the discourse that follows,
made the gesture easier to understand. On the other hand, Jesus’
action in cleansing the temple, which occurs in John’s Gospel
immediately after the sign at Cana, and prophesies the new

*! Jean Lacroix, Histoire et mystére (Tournai: Castermann, 1962). 1 give here the complete
text: “Un temps sans mystére, si meme on pouvait le concevoir, serait un temps vide,
strictement linéaire. Le mystere est ce qui ouvre la temporalité et lui donne sa profoundeur,
ce qui introduit une dimension verticale: il en faitle temps de la révélation et du dévoilement.
Ainsi acquiert-il sens” (7). The same understanding is fundamental to the work of Henri de
Lubac: “God acts within history, God reveals himself within history. Even more, God inserts
himself within history, thus granting it a ‘religious consecration” which forces us to take it
seriously. Historical realities have a depth; they are to be understood spiritually: historika
priewmatikds. . . . and on the other hand, spiritual realities appear in the movement of
becoming, they are to be understood historically: prewmatika bistorikés. . . . The Bible, which
contains revelation, thus also contains, in a certain way, the history of the world” (Henri de
Lubac, Catholicisme: Les aspects sociaux de dogme chrétien (Paris: Cerf, 1938, 1941) 119.
The translation is from de la Potterie, “The Spiritual Sense of Scripture,” 743 (emphasis in
original).
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temple, despite or because of Jesus’ words was not fully under-
stood: “When therefore he was raised from the dead, his disciples
remembered that he had said this; and they believed the Scripture
and the word which Jesus had spoken” (John 2:22). Such a
remembering is a striking instance of the role of the Paraclete:
“But the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in
my name, he will teach you all things, and will bring to your
remembrance all I said to you” (John 14:26).

Up to this point I have concentrated upon the transposition of
the gift of the Law at Sinai, prophetically realized here and to be
effected at the Cross.”” There are other aspects of the narrated
mystery. One of the most enigmatic of these is the abrupt
introduction of “the mother of Jesus,” never before mentioned in
the gospel and presented to us here even before Jesus and the
disciples. All that is initially said of her is that she was “there”
(ekei). There then follows the notice that Jesus was “invited”
(singular verb), and his disciples. The disequilibrium is introduced
by an expression that could be translated, “and as the wine was
failing.” This is continued by the words of Jesus” mother: “They
have no wine.” In light of the other markers in the text so far
(“third day,” “wedding feast”), a reader familiar with the current
overtones of the Sinai story could already suspect that the “wine”
being spoken of here is more than the drink required at the
wedding.

2. The Nucleus of the Restored Equilibrium

As all commentators point cut, the first part of Jesus’ response
is clear; it establishes a gap of interest or of understanding
between Jesus and his mother, placing their relationship on a new

2 In using the word “transposition” here, I am avoiding the Hegelian overtones of the
word usually used to describe this process, namely, “sublation” (Aufhebung). The most helpful
description of this process is that by Bernard Lonergan (who uses “sublation”): “What sublates
goes beyond what is sublated, introduces something new and distinct, yet so far from
interfering with the sublated or destroying it, on the contrary needs it, includes it, preserves
all its proper features and properties, and carries them forward to a fuller realization within
a richer context” (Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology [New York: Herder & Herder,
1972], 241).
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basis: “What [is this] to me and to you?” Jesus calls his mother
“woman,” a term he is recorded to have used in addressing other
women,” but not a term recorded as a form of address to one’s
own mother. Perhaps the most satisfactory explanation, one
adopted by many commentators, is that the term alludes to Eve
(“she shall be called woman [gyné] because she was taken from
her man” [Gen 2:23]). Such a designation is even more apt when
one considers Jesus’ words to her from the cross.”* The presence
of multiple allusive contexts in one narrative (here Gen 2 and
Exod 19-24) is found elsewhere in John, a notable example being
the allusions to the sources of the “living water” in John 7:38.

After some form of distance has been established, Jesus’
response is given. It can be understood in one of two ways. The
majority of commentators, both ancient and modern, understand
the phrase to mean, “my hour has not yet come.” A certain small
number, also ancient and modern, defend the meaning, perfectly
justifiable on philological grounds, “has not my hour already
come?”” In either case, the key word “hour” becomes another
instance of the Johannine “plasticity” in regard to certain terms
(the verb pistenein would be another). In addition to our text
here, there are several types of statements regarding the term ‘dra
in the Fourth Gospel.”® When it is used with the article, it always
refers to the hour of the passion and resurrection, the glorification
of Jesus. Without the article, the hour can be described as
“coming” or “coming and already here.” With a possessive
pronoun, “hour” designates a specific moment.

The determination of the meaning of Jesus’ response to Mary
was significantly advanced by a 1974 article of Albert Vanhoye.?’

¥ John 4:21 (the Samaritan woman); 20:13 (Mary Magdalene); Matthew 15:28 (the
Canaanite woman).

** This opinion is that of Raymond Brown who links the “woman” here to Revelation 12.
For a discussion and references to other authors, see Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel
according to Jobn I-XII, Anchor Bible 29 (New York: Doubleday, 1966), 107.

» The most recent study of this phrase is that of Albert Vanhoye, “Interrogation
johannique et éxégese de Cana (Jn 2:4),” Biblica 55 (1974): 157-67.

% See Brown, Jobn I-XIT,517-18.; Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Jobn: A Commentary
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 2003), 1:507-8.

¥ Vanhoye, “Interrogation johannique.”
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I will try to sum up in a few lines the main direction of that study.
First, Vanhoye points to a characteristic form of question in the
Fourth Gospel that supposes a negative response but, in reality,
requires a positive response, though of a different nature than that
expected by the question: “Are you greater than our father
Jacob?”(John 4:13-14); “Does he intend to go to the Dispersion
among the Greeks and teach the Greeks?” (John 7:35).%
Second, Vanhoye indicates a particular grammatical form in
the New Testament in which, when a question is responded to by
the introductory word oupdg the response itself is always a
question.” Thus, following upon the first question, “What [is
this—the lack of wine—] to me and to you woman?” the response
should be understood as another question: “Has not my hour
come?” Understood thus, the preceding term “woman” should be
understood as a declaration that from now on the relation
between Jesus and his mother is founded, not on the ties of
human birth, but on the nature of Jesus’ mission as determined by
the Father.’® If one accepts the allusion to Eve in the term
“woman,” then Jesus’ words mean that the relation is no longer
son and mother but rather “Adam” and “Eve.” Jesus’ question to
her, then, admits of both a positive and a negative response: yes,
the hour has incipiently begun, and no, it is not yet here in the
fullness of its reality. Such a view of the working out of the
Father’s plan in history is characteristic of the New Testament,
particularly of John, and explains why he can state that this “sign”
revealed the “glory” of Jesus. Even if one retains Jesus” words as
a statement about the “hour” not yet present, John’s use of the
expression “he manifested [ephanerdsen] his glory” introduces the

* For other examples, see John 8:53, 57 (about Abraham); 8:22 (“Is he going to kill
himself?”).

¥ Vanhoye credits the study of Boismard for having first pointed this out: Marie-Emile
Boismard, Du baptéme & Cana (Paris: Cerf, 1956). Examples of this characteristic are found
in Matt 16:19; Mark 4:40; 8:17.

* The Synoptic Gospels contain examples of the same kind of “distancing from” or
transposing of the relationship based on physical motherhood. See Luke 2:41-50; Mark 3:31-
35 par; Luke 11:27-28. This process of distancing was probably a form of temptation for
Mary who had to undergo such temptations as did her Son himself. For a discussion of Jesus®
forming of a “Messianic family,” see Xabier Pikaza, “Familia messidnica y matrimonio en
Marcos: Introduccidén exegética,” Estudios Trinitarios (Salamanca) 28 (1994): 321-421.
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same tension between the hour begun but not yet brought to
completion (John 19:28) as does Jesus’ question, “Has not my
hour come?”

Mary’s next action shows that she accepts her new relation to
Jesus as disciple with a special role as his companion in the now
initiated “hour.” Understanding this significant shift in their
relationship is the key to understanding the full dimension of the
narrative.”’ As I have already shown, her words echo those of the
people in response to God’s offer of a covenant: “Whatever he
says to you, do it.” After a description of the water jars destined
for Jewish purification rites,”* we hear of Jesus’ directives, their
being fulfilled, and the reaction of the head waiter. His words to
the groom (who only appears in the narrative at this point) are a
perfect illustration of the Johannine capacity to retain the
“earthy” dimension of an event while having it reveal a divine
mystery (recall the conversation with the Samaritan woman).
“You have kept the excellent wine until now,” is at once the
conclusion of the wedding narrative and the proclamation that,
indeed, the initial “sublation” of the wisdom and Torah of Sinai
has begun. As Augustine expresses it: “The choice wine Christ has
kept until now: this is his Gospel.””?

At this point, John ends his narrative proper and begins his
commentary: “This, the beginning of the signs, Jesus performed
(epoiésen) at Cana in Galilee.” This sign is the arché of the signs,
both as being the first and as being, as it were, the “seed” of all
that follow. Much work has been done on the significance of the
term semeion in the Fourth Gospel. For our purposes, it will
suffice to use the following two descriptions of “symbol” given by
Gilbert Durand: “The symbol is the epiphany of a present reality”
and “The symbol is, by the very nature of the signified something

1 “As soon as this is grasped, the implied request, the persistence of trust, the triumph of
faith, are seen to hang together harmoniously” (Bruce F. Westcott, The Gospel according to
St. John (London: John Murray, 1902), 36).

*2 The exact symbolic function of this description need not be discussed here, as it does not
touch directly on the narrative’s teaching about the mother of Jesus. Most commentators see
in it a reference to the water of the OT becoming the wine of the NT.

* Augustine, Tractates on John 9.2 (Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 36/38 (Turnholt:
Brepols, 1954), 91.
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inaccessible, an epiphany, that is, an appearance, by and in the
signifier, of the inexpressible.”** These definitions apply equally
well to the literary creations of symbol by which reality is
revealed, not represented, and to a narrative that gives a word-
existence to an event in such a way that the event itself can be
seen as a symbol, an epiphany, of some other event in which it
objectively shares. Entering into this world is what the ancients
meant by the “spiritual understanding” (sensus spiritualis) of a
biblical event/text. I will return to this briefly in the next section.

By this sign Jesus reveals his “glory.” This mention of the
doxalkabod of Jesus is an evocation, as I have shown, of the
revealed glory of YHWH at Sinai, and thus to Jesus as the source of
the new Covenant. But there is more. “Glory” in this sense refers
to a uniquely divine reality:

The expression “the glory of YAWH” means God Himself insofar as He is
revealed in his majesty, His power, the glow of His holiness, the dynamism of
His being. The glory of YHWH is therefore epiphanic. . . . God manifests his glory
by striking interventions. . . . In the second type of divine manifestations the
visible reality (Ex 16,10) is the flashing radiance of the divine being. . . . The
essential revelation of the NT is the connection of glory with the person of Jesus.
. .. In John the revelation of glory in the life and death of Jesus appears still
more explicit.*

To say of this “sign” that by it Jesus revealed his glory is to make
an extraordinary claim—one far surpassing the immediately
perceptible event. And to state that, as a result of this sign, “the
disciples believed in him” is to go further. Admittedly, as John
implies by the manner in which he presents faith throughout his
gospel, the “beginning of the signs” evokes but the beginning of
faith., But it is significant. Significant too is the fact that John

** Gilbert Durand, Les structures anthropologiques de imaginaire (11% ed.; Paris: Dunod,
1992), 135, 7-8.

*% Xavier Léon-Dufour, ed.., Dictionary of Biblical Theology (1973; repr. Gaithersburg,
Md.: The Word among Us; Boston: St. Paul’s Books and Media, 1995), 202-4. See also
Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to John, trans. Kevin Smyth, 3 vols., vol. 1,
Herder’s Theological Commentary on the New Testament (New York: Herder and Herder,
1968), 335: “ The doxa revealed by Jesus through the change of water into a munificent gift
of wine, is primarily his divine and creative power, the dunamis that is proper to him as God.”



MARY IN SACRED SCRIPTURE 541

states only of the disciples that they “believed [incipiently] in
him.” This is not said of Mary. Her reaction to Jesus’ words to
her establishes her on a different plane. She has already accepted
the role assigned to her by Jesus in their new relationship.’® There
is a subtle confirmation of this in the order in which verse 12
describes the entourage of Jesus as he goes to Capernaum. She is
now mentioned after Jesus but before the rest: “After this he went
down to Capernaum, he and his mother and his brothers and his
disciples and he remained there not many days.”

3. The Place of Mary

It is impossible, of course, to elaborate the entire New
Testament presentation of Mary from what is perhaps the most
enigmatic of the Marian texts, especially since even the complete
Johannine theology regarding Mary requires an analysis of the
other event in which Mary appears in the Fourth Gospel (John
19:25-27).

Analysis of the plot of the story shows us Mary as the
announcer of the “disequilibrium” and, in her words to the
servants, the initiator of the movement by which “the force in the
opposite direction” establishes another equilibrium. However,
there is another and most important level just “below” as it were
the actual verbal texture of the narration.”” It is mostly here that
one finds the poetics of the narrative.

In regard to John’s narrative of the Cana incident, there is a
growing consensus among commentators that the interpretive
context is the Jewish celebration of the feast of the giving of the
Law, with subsidiary allusions to Genesis and a whole host of
allusions to the themes of “bride,” “wine,” etc. At this level of
poetics, then, we see the mother of Jesus calling attention to the
fact that the present supply of “wine,” that is, the beverage for the

93 &6

¢ This is more evident if Jesus” words are a question to Mary, as I have shown, but they
are true even if his words are interpreted as a statement.

7 For an overview of these questions, one might consult Martin and McEvenue, “Truth
Told.”
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wedding, is deficient. jesus’ reply accomplishes two things. First,
it distances them both from the immediate concern. Then, second,
by calling her “woman,” and asking, “Has not my hour come?” he
places the whole incident in the context of the insufficiency of the
Torah and invites her to a new relationship to him, based on the
reality of his Father’s plan and the presence of the hour. Mary
accepts this invitation and speaks to the waiters in terms of the
Sinai covenant proposal.

It is legitimate to ask whether this dialogue pertains to the
interpretive poetics employed by John in order to bring his
audience into a spiritual understanding of the event rather than to
exact historical reminiscence. [ would respond in the affirmative:
The historicity of the miracle is not in doubt, but John has the
freedom to interpret the event through the use of allusive
vocabulary. One of the aspects of this allusive vocabulary is to
present the mother of Jesus in the act of becoming the most
prominent of his disciples and most intimately associated with
him in the living out of “the hour” until its completion in his
ultimate glorification. If time and space allowed, [ would need to
trace now the further deepening of her role when from the cross
Jesus establishes her not only “the mother of Jesus,” but as
“woman” in a more profound sense: the new Eve, mother of the
believers. And, of course, to understand fully the Catholic
understanding of the biblical teaching about Mary, one must lock
in the same way at all the other texts where Mary figures, directly
or indirectly.

Now, however, I prefer to reflect on how this text has been
carried and interpreted by the Tradition. This may help show how
Catholics understand biblical teaching in general and particularly
biblical teaching on Mary. The next part of my study is dedicateed
to developing the “General Remarks” enunciated at the outset. |
will follow this with a brief representative view of how this event
as narrated by John has been understood in the history of the
Church.
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II. THE TRANSMISSION OF THE CANA INCIDENT
IN THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH

A) Mystery or Fact Plus Value?

In asking this question, I am returning to investigate how the
Fourth Gospel understands, in George Steiner’s words, “the
covenant between world and word.” In other words, is this
narrative presenting a dogmatic truth using narrative as a
convenient vehicle or is it uncovering for us the “mystery,” the
revelation of a portion of God’s plan as it actually transpired in
the event?

One may recall the statement in John 1:16: “While the law was
given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”
This dogmatic statement from the Prologue of the gospel can help
us pose the question in these terms: Does John narrate this event,
decorating it so that it becomes a symbol of his dogmatic position
vis-a-vis the relationship between Torah and Jesus, or does he see
in the event itself a historical realization of this mystery and
mediate the mystery to us through allusions to Sinai? In other
words: Is this gesture of Jesus the inauguration and prophecy of
the new Torah/Wisdom to be conferred as the fruit of his death
and resurrection, or is John’s narrative a story which utilizes
aspects of the Cana event as the vehicle for his symbolic
presentation of Jesus as the source of the new Covenant/Torah?
Or again, is the Cana narrative mediating a mystery or a particular
value attached to a fact?

Prior to the revolution in cognition theory inaugurated by
William of Ockham and Duns Scotus a question such as this
would have been unintelligible. Now this unresolved question lies
at the root of many of the differences in the manner in which the
Scriptures are read in the churches. The discussion of Mary is a
propitious occasion to look at this question, for there are aspects
of some Catholic positions concerning Mary that cannot be traced
back to the explicit and surface expressions to be found in
Scripture.
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It is necessary to devote some lines here to a presentation of
what lies behind a Catholic reading of Scripture. After doing so I
will continue my reflection on the Johannine text by tracing the
lines of its understanding in the history of the Church.

B) Two Principles

From a Catholic point of view, there are two important
principles that influence the way we read Scripture. The first is
that the Church is the interpreting subject of the Scriptures and
the second is that the “mira profunditas” so often spoken about in
regard to Scripture derives, ultimately, from the events that it
narrates and comments upon.

1. The Interpreting Subject

In an essay dedicated to “The Spiritual Basis and Ecclesial
Identity of Theology,” Joseph Ratzinger discusses the Church as
the subject of theology, thus opening up its interior mystery:”’

The Church, moreover, is not an abstract principle but a living subject possessing
a concrete content. This subject is by nature greater than any individual person,
indeed than any single generation. Faith is always participation in a totality and,
precisely in this way, conducts the believer to a new breadth of freedom. On the
other hand, the Church is not an intangible spiritual realm in which everyone can
pick what suiis him. She is endowed with a concreteness rooted in the binding
Word of faith. And she is a living voice which pronounces itself in the organs of
faith. . ..

But how exciting exegesis becomes when it dares to read the Bible as a
whole. If the Bible originates from the one subject formed by the people of God
and, through it, from the divine subject himself, then it speaks of the present. .
. . [Wlithout the living subject, either one must absolutize the letter, or else it
vanishes into indefiniteness.*”

3% Much of the material in this section is derived from a study of Joseph Ratzinger’s
understanding of biblical hermeneutics published in Nova et Vetera 5 (2007): 285-314. It is
used here with permission of the publisher.

** Joseph Ratzinger, The Nature and Mission of Theology: Essays to Orient Theology in
Today’s Debates, trans. Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 61, 64-65.
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“Subject,” as the term is being used here, may be defined as “the
locus of agential receptivity and active engagement.” Employed
this way the primary reference must be to a person, predicated
analogously of divine and human persons.*® The term may also be
used to apply to collective entities as “subjects”—the state, a
family, a race, and so forth—which can be loci of receptivity and
engagement but whose unity is found in a bond that is external to
the persons who make it up. There is also a third way of being a
subject, and this is the way of the Church, the Body of Christ
which is neither a person, defined as “the incommunicably proper
existence of spiritual nature,”' nor a collectivity. Aquinas says
that the Church, which is the Mystical Body of Christ, may be
considered as a “quasi person” united to Christ its Head.** It is
this “mystical person” which is the subject of revelation and its
interpreter.

The Church is a mystical person, a mystery as well as an agent.
The Scriptures have been entrusted to the Church as a source of
life, that life which consists of a transforming knowledge of Jesus
Christ, “the leader and perfecter of faith” (Heb 12:2). Such a
faith-vision is expressed by Aquinas who, while he does not use
the word “subject,” expresses the same truth: “The formal ob-
jective of faith is the First Truth as this is made known [mani-
festatur] in Sacred Scripture and in the teaching of the Church
which proceeds from the First Truth” (§Th II-11, q. 5, a. 3).

In another essay, Ratzinger approaches the question of the
Church as the subject of revelation primarily in terms of the
relation between revelation, Scripture, and Tradition.* In his

* For a brief but clear treatment of “person” in theological predication see Joseph
Ratzinger, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” Communio 17 (1990): 439-54.

' “Spiritualis naturae incommunicabilis existentia,” from Hugh of St. Victor (see
Ratzginer, “Concerning the Notion of Person in Theology,” 449.

2 «Sicut enim naturale corpus est unum, ex membrorum diversitate consistens, ita tota
Ecclesia, quae est mysticum corpus Christi, computatur quasi una persona cum suo capite,
quod est Christus” (STh 111, q. 49, a. 1). STh 111, q. 19, a. 4: “Grace was in Christ . . . not
simply as in an individual man, but as in the Head of the whole Church, to whom all are
united as members to the head, forming a single mystical person.” Also ST 111, q. 48, a. 2:
“The head and members form as it were a single mystical person.”

* This s, in fact, the title of an article he wrote in 1958: Joseph Ratzinger, “Offenbarung -
Schrift - Uberlieferung,” Trierer theologische Zeitschrift 67 (1958): 13-27.
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1964 study, published along with a study by Karl Rahner,
Ratzinger considers the question in just these terms, proceeding
in part by a series of five “theses.”** I will excerpt some lines from
that essay.

The first thesis, “revelation and Scripture,” begins by stating
that “tradition” derives from the nonidentity of “revelation” and
“scripture” (35). The nonidentity lies in the fact that revelation is
more than Scripture to the extent that the reality exceeds its
verbal expression, and also because there can be Scripture without
revelation, as when a nonbeliever reads Scripture. “For revelation
always and only becomes a reality when there is faith. . . . Itis a
living reality which calls for the living man as the location of its
presence” (36). Ratzinger expresses the same principle elsewhere
when he says that for St. Bonaventure, “Revefatio refers not to the
letter of Scripture, but to the understanding of the letter; and this
understanding can be increased.”®

Another thesis, “Christ the revelation of God” means that “the
actual reality which occurs in Christian revelation is nothing and
no other that Christ himself” (40). Thus, “faith is equivalent to
the indwelling Christ”*® (this is expressed in Eph 3:17), which
implies that by faith “the individual encounters Christ and in him
enters the sphere of influence of his saving power” (41). On a
broader scale, it also means that the Pauline expression “Body of
Christ” “implies that the community of the faithful, the Church,
represents Christ’s continued abiding in this world in order to
gather men into, and make them share, his mighty presence. . . .
It also follows that the presence of revelation is essentially
connected with the two realities ‘faith’ and ‘Church,” which
themselves, as is now clear, are closely connected” (ibid.).

* Joseph Ratzinger, “Revelation and Tradition,” in Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger,
Revelation and Tradition (Montreal: Palm Publishers, 1966). Numbers in parentheses refer
to the pages in this study.

* Joseph Ratzinger, The Theology of History in St. Bonaventure, trans. Zachary Hayes
(1971; reprint, Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1989), 68.

* This statement can find a remarkable echo in the work of some Lutheran theologians
who maintain that this is Luther’s position as well. See Karl Braaten and Robert Jenson, eds.,
Union with Christ: The New Finnish Interpretation of Luther (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1998).
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The fourth and most fully developed thesis has to do with “the
nature of tradition.” The basic principle stems from the fact that
the reality of revelation is in excess (Uberhang) of Scripture (45).
Revelation itself, the explicitation of the Christ-reality, has its
double yet single enduring presence in faith and in the Church
and it occurs in preaching, which is an unfolding of what is
presented, first in the Old Testament and then in the New
Testament; it is also an interpretation of the Christ-event itself on
the basis of the pneuma. “But it is precisely in this Church that
Christ is living and present; in the Church which is his Body in
which his Spirit is active” (42). The move to include the Gentiles,
thus moving from “Kingdom” to “Church,” “opened out that new
interpretation of the message of Christ which is the essential
message of the Church” (ibid.).” After discussing the “Old
Testament theology of the Old Testament” (a series of new
readings of older texts),” Ratzinger moves on to the “New Testa-
ment theology of the Old Testament” (i.e., its “spiritual sense”),*
the “New Testament theology of the New Testament” (established
by looking at successive expressions of the Mystery), finally arriv-
ing at what he calls the “Church theology of the New Testament.”
By this last he means the continuation of that successive process
already begun in the New Testament itself but now no longer
canonical. He calls this “dogmatic theology” and goes on to
specify that “in a precise sense we could designate only dogma as
such as the Church’s theology of the New Testament” (45).

Finally, the essay develops the three “sources” (Wurzeln) of
tradition. The first I have already shown: the excess of the reality
of revelation over Scripture. The second is “The specific character
of New Testament revelation as pnewma as opposed to gramma

*” For an appreciation of this initiative of the Holy Spirit, see F. Bovon, De vocatione
gentium: Histoire de I'interprétation d’Act. 10,1-11,18 dans les six premiers siécles, Beitrige
zur Geschichte der biblischen Exegese 8 (Tiibingen: Mohr [Siebeck], 1967); and Brant Pitre,
Jesus, The Tribulation, and the End of the Exile: Restoration Eschatology and the Origin of the
Atonement (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck; GrandRapids, Mich. Baker Academic, 2005).

* See Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel.

* See Francis Martin, “The Spiritual Sense (Sensus Spiritualis) of Sacred Scripture,” in
Sacred Scripture: The Disclosure of the Word, ed. Francis Martin (Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press,
2006), 249-75.
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and consequently what one might call in Bultmann’s terminology
the impossibility of objectifying it” (ibid.). From this comes the
fact that the rule of faith has a guiding priority in interpretation.
The third source is given as,

The character of the Christ-event as present and the authoritative enduring
presence of Christ’s Spirit in his Body the Church and, connected with this, the
authority to interpret Christ yesterday in relation to Christ today, the origin of
which we have observed in the Church’s reinterpretation by the apostles of the
message of the kingdom. (Ibid.)

Ratzinger goes on to enumerate the “levels” of tradition: (1) The
original paradosis made by the Father of his Son who continues
this action as judgment and gift of salvation and remains in the
whole of his mystery in the Church. This superabundant iradition
remains “the decisive fundamental reality which is antecedent to
all particular expressions of it, even those of scripture, and which
represents what in fact what has been handed down.” (2) The
presence in faith of the indwelling Christ. (3) The organ of
tradition, which is the authority of the Church, that is, those who
have authority within it: these are the “apostles, prophets,
evangelists, pastors and teachers” spoken of in Ephesians 4:11
whose authority is diverse but real. (4) The expression of tradition
as the rule of faith. Finally, there is exegesis, or interpretation,
whose basic principle is that “revelation becomes present through
preaching” and therefore that “[tjradition by its very nature is
always interpretation, does not exist independently, but only as
exposition, interpretation ‘according to the scriptures’ (47).
This principle must, of course, be balanced by the insistence
that the Church’s witness is linked to an exegesis “which
investigates the literal sense, and so guards the link with the sarx
of the Logos in opposition to all gnosis,” (48) “defending the sarx
of history against the caprice of gnosis which perpetually seeks to
establish its own autonomy” (49). The Church performs this
function in virtue of the right of prescriptio: The Church is the
rightful owner of Scripture (Tertullian). This raises the issue of
the delicate balance between the rule of faith and the historically
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ascertainable literal sense of Scripture in confrontation with those
types of gnosis which seek either to claim a “higher” knowledge
on the basis of modern historical study or to bypass such historical
work in the name of a “spiritual” understanding. The key is a
restored understanding of human cognition and of faith as a way
of knowing. Some approaches to this were made by Dei Verbum
but the crucial question of how the Church uses Scripture to
correct the potential exuberances of “tradition” has yet to be
thoroughly considered.’®

“The act of faith essentially consists in an act of knowing; that
is its formal or specific perfection; this is clear from what its
object is.”" This splendidly dense statement of Aquinas may be
explicitated by Ratzinger’s remark that “to know the person of
Christ is the foundation of theology.”** Dei Verbum 8 presupposes
that “faith is a way of knowing” and at the same time places this
principle in the context of the growth of Tradition, which growth
it understands to be a combination of the increased knowledge of
all the members of the Body of Christ and the preaching of those
with the episcopal charism.’” It is important to note in this text

91t is worthwhile pointing out that Ratzinger appreciates the fact that Vatican II did not
advance the discussion as to how tradition can be criticized: “On this point Vatican II has
unfortunately not made any progress, but more or less has ignored the whole question of the
criticism of tradition” (Joseph Ratzinger, “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation,
Chapter 2,” in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, ed. H. Vorgrimler [New York:
Herder and Herder, 1969], vol. 3, pp. 181-97, at 185). In another study, I have tried to point
out that, in fact, Vatican Il did redirect tradition, but without offering any theoretical basis for
doing so. See Francis Martin, “Dei Verbum: Revelation and Its Transmission,” in Vatican 1I:
Renewal within Tradition, ed. Matthew Lamb and Matthew Levering (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 55-75.

1 “Ad decimum dicendum, quod actus fidei essentialiter consistit in cognitione, et ibi est
eius perfectio quantum ad formam vel speciem; quod patet ex obiecto, ut dictum est; sed
quantum ad finem perficitur in affectione, quia ex caritate habet quod sit meritoria finis”
(Aquinas, De Veriz., q. 14, a. 2, ad 10).

’* Joseph Ratzinger, “Deus locutus est nobis: Some Reflections on Subjectivity,
Christology, and the Church,” in Proclaiming the Truth of Jesus Christ: Papers from the
Vallombrosa Meeting (Washington, D.C.: United States Conference of Catholic Bishops,
1997), 21.

** 1t will be helpful here to return to Ratzinger’s statement to the effect that, “Tradition
then exists concretely as presence in faith, which again, as in the in-dwelling of Christ, is
antecedent to all its particular explicit formulations and is fertile and living, thus developing
and unfolding throughout the ages.” (Revelation and Tradition, p.46).
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how the council places this reality within the life of the whole
Christ which is presented as the subject of interpretation:

The Tradition which is from the Apostles makes progress in the Church under
the assistance of the Holy Spirit.** There is a growth in understanding, both of
the realities as well as of the words that have been handed on. This takes place
as a result of the contemplation and study of the believers who ponder these
things in their heart (see Lk 2:19, 51), as well as by the intimate knowledge of
the spiritual realities which they experience, and by the preaching of those who
have received with episcopal succession the sure charism of truth. Thus, as the
centuries advance, the Church continually moves toward the plenitude of divine
truth until the words of God reach their fulfillment in her.

The ministries enumerated in Ephesians 4:11 as “apostles,
prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers” ultimately derive
from, are sustained by, serve and direct that whole body of the
faithful whose growth in understanding, achieved through
“contemplation and study” and an “intimate knowledge of the
spiritual realities which they experience,” is the source of the
growth of Tradition. Tradition, therefore, is a slowly moving,
meandering stream with eddies, strange turns, and unexpected
directions. It carries within it the pure gold of divine knowledge
and the flotsam and jetsam of human deficiency. That is why,
from a Catholic point of view, an essential dimension of this
whole movement must include, in addition to the contemplation,
study, and spiritual and mystical experience of all the faithful, a
divinely constituted organ of tradition which constitutes the
prophetic function of preserving the purity of the apostolic
heritage. One of the often unexpressed reasons for this is precisely
the fact that “faith is a way of knowing.” When “knowing”
becomes an adjudicating function of the knower, there is not
knowing, but conformity imposed by the knower. This ignores the
fact that, that since God’s “motive” in creating is agapé there is
present in creation what Jacques Maritain calls “the basic
generosity of existence.”

%*See Vatican I, Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith, Constitution Dei Filius, ch.4
(Denz. 1800 [3020]).
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2. Mira Profunditas

One of Joseph Ratzinger’s most trenchant criticisms of the
cognition theories that lie at the root of much biblical
interpretation is to be found in his 1989 essay “Biblical
Interpretation in Crisis,” which was published the same year in
German and in English. The occasion for the English text was the
Ratzinger Conference on Bible and Church.” Early in his
presentation, Ratzinger observes that historical criticism of the
Bible labors under many of the erroneous presuppositions of
modern historical investigation, especially the notion that history
is a “science” in the same way as are the empirical sciences (6). A
diachronic analysis of the results of the method can show
unmistakably that, contrary to the positive sciences, after two
centuries there are few if any assured results that have become a
common basis for progress (8). In addition, modern fascination
with an understanding of history as made up of a succession of
moments has eliminated the biblical vision of history as the
working-out of God’s plan of salvation:

If we are to understand modern exegesis and critique it correctly, we simply must
return and reflect anew on Luther’s view of the relationship between the Old and
New Testaments. In place of the analogy model which was then current, he
substituted a dialectical structure. (12)%¢

One must also note that while there has been a continuity in
the historical analysis of the biblical text, it lies not so much in a
settled body of agreed-upon results as in the perdurance of
philosophical presuppositions at work in what is called historical
reason (14).

%3 Josef Ratzinger, “Biblical Interpretation in Crisis: On the Question of the Foundations
and Approaches of Exegesis Today,” in Biblical Interpretation in Crisis: The Ratzinger
Conference on Bible and the Church, ed. Richard John Neuhaus, Encounter Series (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1989). Numbers in parentheses refer to pages in that essay. The
translation of the full text of Ratzinger’s contribution can be found in Opening up the
Scriptures, ed. Jose Granados, Carlos Granados, and Luis Sdnchez-Navarro, Ressourcement:
Retrieval and Renewal in Catholic Thought {(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2008), 1-29.

¢ On the importance of the ancient understanding of the “spiritual sense” of Scripture and
the view of history it implies see Martin, “The Spiritual Sense (Sensus Spiritualis) of Sacred
Scripture.”
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The real philosophic presupposition of the whole system seems to me to lie in
the philosophic turning point proposed by Immanue! Kant. According to him,
the voice of being-in-itself cannot be heard by human beings. Man can only hear
it indirectly in the postulates of practical reason, which have remained, as it
were, the small opening through which he can make contact with the real, that
is, his eternal destiny. . .. (15)*

In theological terms, this means that revelation must recede into the pure
formality of the eschatological stance, which corresponds to the Kantian split.
As far as everything else is concerned, it all needs to be “explained.” What might
otherwise seem like a direct proclamation of the divine can only be myth, whose
laws of development can be discovered. It is with this basic conviction that
Bultmann, along with the majority of modern exegetes, reads the Bible. He is
certain that it cannot be the way it is depicted in the Bible, and he looks for
methods to prove the way it really had to be. To that extent there lies in modern
exegesis a reduction of history into philosophy, a revision of history by means
of philosophy. (16)**

Concretely, this means that the event is not accessible either to the
biblical author or to his reader. What one attains is one’s own
interpretation of, in our case, John’s understanding of an event
that he knows only through community transmission and the filter
of his own mental categories. Contrast this with the faith contact
with an event that can be attained even through a written
medium. Such an understanding lies at the heart of what the
ancients called “the spiritual sense.” Herein lies the mira
profundiias celebrated by generations of believers. The profundity
is in the event itself as it is attained through the sacred text which,
as we have seen, interprets the event as it narrates it and may then
add further interpretation by way of commentary or explanation.
This gives rise to that “growth in understanding” spoken of by De:
Verbum.”

%7 For an account of Marburg neo-Kantianism and its influence on Bultmann, see Roger
A. Johnson, The Origins of Demythologizing: Philosophy and Historiography in the Theology
of Rudolph Bultmann (Leiden: Brill, 1974)

*¥ An example of fidelity to the revealed reality leading beyond the biblical expressions can
be seen in the adopting of the term homoousion at Nicea.

** This would be the place to discuss more fully, if space allowed, how the mind,
enlightened by faith, knows the event and penetrates more deeply into its understanding. In
addition to Ratzinger’s article from which I am quoting and my own article on the spiritual
sense, mentioned above, see F. Martin, “Revelation as Disclosure,” in Wisdom and Holiness,
Science and Scholarship: Essays in Honor of Matthew L. Lamb (Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press,
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C) Traditional Reflections on the Role of Mary at Cana

Tradition is the One Christ, the new “I” who, speaking both
individually and communally, says, “It is no longer I who live, but
Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20). It is the una persona mystica
we encounter in the expressions of Augustine and Aquinas. It is
the Christ who, through baptism, is “put on” with the result that
now “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor
free, there is not male and female, for you are all one [singular
masculine] in Christ” (Gal 3:8). This “one man” can be called
“the Christ”: “For just as the body is one and has many members,
and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so
it is with the Christ” (1 Cor 12:2, see also 1 Cor 1:13). This one
man both possesses and receives the form (2ypos) of teaching to
which we are entrusted and to which we give obedience from the
heart (Rom 6:17). Jesus Christ is the one who, as God incarnate,
is the source of the body’s life. He is the one who, through the
Holy Spirit, animates our prayer and understanding, and who
prays for us.

The flow of life-giving understanding courses through the Body
of Christ in saints and in sinners, in scholars, in peasants, in
children. It is found, to invoke Dei Verbum once again, in the
prayer and contemplation of all the faithful, in their intimate
understanding of the realities they experience, and in the consis-
tent preaching of those endowed with the grace of episcopacy. It
is a meandering and, often, a very wide stream whose direction is
discreetly guided by the Holy Spirit in and through the spiritual
power of believers and their corporate interaction, and this takes
place in the whole divided Body of Christ.®” In the course of this
movement certain positions are eliminated or moved to the
extremity and others begin to congeal and to be recognized by the
Body as the more central understanding of the Spirit’s message.
This is expressed in preaching, in liturgy, in the life of the faithful
and in the guidance of those in leadership (the apostles, prophets,

2007 ), 205-47.
% Passages to this effect are found in John Paul II, Uz wum sint, and in its citation of
previous documents.
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evangelists, pastors and teachers). In matters of importance the
bishop of Rome, who continues the strengthening role entrusted
to Peter, may declare a truth to be contained in the apostolic
heritage. This he always does in consultation with all those “who
have received with episcopal succession the sure charism of
truth.”®!

1. Some Ancient Interpretations of John 2:1-12

Thanks to the leadership and energy of Professor Thomas
Oden, who has edited the Ancient Christian Commentary on
Scripture, readers today have easy access to representative
expressions of the broad stream of Tradition.®* I wish to note two
characteristics of this ancient form of interpretation. First, it is
“canonical” in that none of the theologians considers himself
bound solely to the interpretation of the text in hand, but rather
can range over the whole canon of Scripture to talk about the
reality mediated and interpreted by the specific text being
considered. Second, it is “liturgical” in the sense that much
commentary takes place in a liturgical setting, and also because
the manner in which the event is treated and made present in the
liturgy itself has a bearing on how it is understood.®®

¢! It might be noted here that over the two millennia of the Catholic Church’s existence,
she has defined the meaning of some ten or twelve texts. See:Maurice Gilbert, “Textes
bibliques dont ’Eglise a défini le sens,” in L'autorité de IEcriture, ed. Jean-Michel Poffet
(Paris: Cerf, 2002).

2 Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol. 4A, Jobn 1-10, ed. Joel C. Elowsky
(Downer’s Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2007); vol. 4B, John 11-21, ed. Joel C. Elowsky
(Downer’s Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2007). I owe a personal debt of gratitude to Joel
Elowsky for generously supplying me with information even before the publication of the first
volume.

& Sometime early in the fifth century, Pope St. Leo I told his congregation assembled for
the liturgy: “All those things which the Son of God both did and taught for the reconciliation
of the world, we not only know in the account of things now past, but we also experience in
the power of works which are present” (Leo the Great, On the Passion 12 [Sources chrétiennes
74:82]). That Leo intended by this to refer not only to the sacraments of the Church but also
to the reading of the Scriptures is evident from his oft-repeated notion that the gospel text,
when received by faith, makes present that about which it speaks: Leo the Great, On the
Resurrection 1 (Sources chrétiennes 74:123); On the Epiphany 5 (Sources chrétiennes 22:254);
On the Passion 5 and 18 (Sources chrétiennes 74:41, 112).
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I present here Joel Elowsky’s introductory résumé of the texts
commenting on John 2:1-4. In addition to efforts to understand
the dialogue between Jesus and Mary, the principal themes are
those of matrimony and the new wine of Christ’s teaching and

life.

Overview: Christ, as a servant, attends his servant’s wedding (Chrysostom) held
in Galilee of the Gentiles rather than Jerusalem or elsewhere in Judea (Cyril),
fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah (Eusebius). According to the chronology in John,
the wedding was held three days after his baptism (Theodore of Mopsuestia). On
the third day, that is, in the last times, the Word descends to earth to
consummate his marriage to our human nature which he heals (Theodore of
Heraclea). The third day also signifies the Trinity, while the miracle Christ
performs at the wedding is a foretaste of the dowry of his blood which Jesus will
give for his bride (Caesarius). Jesus accepts this wedding invitation as an
opportunity to confirm his institution of marriage (Origen) portending his own
wedding to the church (Augustine). His presence sanctifies the institution of
marriage (Maximus) and annuls the Genesis curse (Cyril).

When the wine runs out, Mary turns to Jesus expecting a miracle—but from
where did she get such an idea since this was the first miracle John relates to us
(Romanos)? Perhaps she also was hoping for some recognition for her son
(Theodore). But Jesus still rebukes Mary for her request, even as he still loved
and respected her (Chrysostom). We also get a glimpse of the divine nature in
this rebuke, however (Ammonius, Augustine). He rebukes her because of her
focus on the physical wine when he has in mind the wine of our redemption
(Maximus) as he waits for the hour known only by his Father (Irenaeus). The
miracle was not done out of necessity but rather to manifest his glory which
would only be fully manifested when his hour had come on the cross
(Augustine).®® As the creator of time itself, Christ knew what the most
appropriate hour would be for him to accomplish his work, but he also honored
his mother and so performed the miracle at the proper time (Romanos).

It is interesting to see in the texts that follow a sympathy for
the allusive context (Sinai) of the text, although it is most
probable that the rabbinic background was not known. At least
four of the commentators speak generally of the bride to be
wedded as being either the nations or the Church which is to be
sealed with a new covenant. Several, as one can see from the
résumé, understood this event as ratifying the goodness of
marriage. A certain number, as can also be seen from the résumé,

**For this pericope, see also Severus of Antioch, Homily 119 (PO 26:375-439).



556 FRANCIS MARTIN

see in Mary’s words an importunity, although none interpret
Jesus’ words as a rejection of her. Nor do any of the texts adduced
here understand Jesus’ reply to Mary as a question, though there
are scattered examples of this.*

In regard to John 2:5-11, the résumé gives the following:

Overview: Jesus grants his mother’s request in order to show both that he honors
his mother (Bede), and that he was not governed by fate. The jars used were for
purification which meant they would have been thoroughly cleaned; there could
be no deception in how the miracle was accomplished (Chrysostom). These jars
also symbolize the womb of the virgin in which Jesus had been conceived and
which had also witnessed a transformation of nature (Ephrem). As a king coming
to his own banquet, Christ not only brings his own wine but also pours it for his
guests as a servant (Ephrem). He makes his own wine of the gospel out of the
water of the law and prophets which, without Christ, have no taste (Augustine).
The one who created water out of nothing could change that same water into
wine (Maximus). The detail the evangelist John provides proves the genuineness
of the miracle (Theodore) as the miracle gradually unfolds before all those who
witness it, culminating in the witness who could best testify to what had
happened, that is, the steward in charge of the wedding who judged the wine
superior (Chrysostom). Such superior and abundant wine proved also to be a
generous wedding present for the new couple. (Theodore)

Jesus only uses his power for a purpose (Ephrem). Changing water into wine
is a miracle that goes beyond the senses and thus manifests the power of God
(Hilary). Jesus chose appropriate witnesses who could testify both to the miracle
and to the quality of the wine (Chrysostom). The miracle proved Jesus’ sonship
(Maximus of Turin) and that he was the King of glory prophesied in the Psalms
(Bede). Changing water into wine is no different than changing wine into blood
(Cyril) and so we continue to celebrate the mystery of the changed wine in the
church’s banquet today (Romanos).

One sees here a common trait of patristic commentary in the
interweaving of commentary and application, unlike our historical
analysis which leaves the text and the event in the past and then
tries to make them relevant.®® I will give some brief quotations of
some of the passages collected by Elowsky and then add some
others, mostly from a later date. The aspect of the event which

% The most ample discussion of the early witnesses to this understanding—FEphrem (as well
as an interpolation in his text), Theodore of Mopsuestia, Gregory of Nyssa—is found in
Boismard, Du baptéme & Cana,156-58.

% See the remarks in Jon D. Levenson, “Is Brueggemann Really a Pluralist?” Harvard
Theological Review 93 (2000): 265-94.
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most of these theologians comment upon is the incipient
bridegroom~bride relation of Christ and the Church. Some imply
and others explicitly connect this event with the beginning of the
preaching of the new Torah, the gospel.

Ephrem the Syrian: Let Cana thank you for gladdening her banquet!
The bridegroom’s crown exalted you for exalting it,
And the bride’s crown belonged to your victory.

In her mirror allegories are expounded and traced,
For you portrayed your church in the bride,

And in her guests, yours are traced,

And in her magnificence she portrays your advent.
Let the feast thank him, for in multiplying his wine
Six miracles were beheld there:

The six wine jugs set aside for water

Into which they invited the King to pour his wine.
(Hymns on Virginity 33.1-2)

Augustine: He omitted none of the ancient Scriptures, i.e., the water, and for
that reason they were called senseless by the Lord because they still tasted water,
not wine. But how did he make wine from water? When he opened their
understanding to them and explained the Scriptures to them, beginning with
Moses through all the prophets. (Tractaies on the Gospel of John 9.5)

Bede: By this sign he made manifest that he was the King of glory, and so the
church’s bridegroom. . . . Therefore, let us love with our whole mind, dearly
beloved, the marriage of Christ and the church, which was prefigured then in
one city and is now celebrated over the whole earth. (Homilies on the Gospels
1.14)

Some other remarks:

Origen: None of the other three Evangelists noted that John the disciple had
reported in regard to the first work of Jesus that: “This was the beginning of the
signs that Jesus performed in Cana of Galilee.” In fact that which took place at
Capernaum was not the principle {arché] of the signs, for the most outstanding
[proégoumenon)] of the signs of the Son of God is the joy [of the wedding
banquet]. In all the circumstances in which men might find themselves, it is not
so much in the healings, in healing the sick, that the Word shows forth his
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proper beauty, but in the joy of the sober drink by which their good [spiritual]
health enables them to enjoy the wedding feast. (Homilies on John 10.65-66)%

Ephrem: The terrestrial bridegroom invites the celestial Bridegroom and Lord,
ready for the espousals, to come to the wedding feast. . . . But he in his turn
invites us just as he and his disciples had been invited. (Commentary on John)®*

Ephrem: Cana is the praise of Thee, for through Thee came the joy of this feast.
The bride is the holy Church, the guests at table are Thy guests, and the triumph
of the miracle looks forward to Thy coming in majesty. (Hymn on the Lord’s
Mysteries 24.1)%°

Cyril of Alexandria: He descended from heaven in order to unite himself to
human nature and to persuade it, as its Bridegroom, to allow itself to be made
fruitful by the spiritual seed of Wisdom. For this reason, humanity is called the
Bride, and the Savior, the Bridegroom. (On John)™

Other texts could be adduced here. Most of them accent the
twofold themes of the new wine of Christ’s gospel and wisdom
and the theme of marriage, with all its overtones of human
marriage, the marriage of Christ to the people, and the marriage
of Christ to each individual soul. As the literature multiplies, it is
harder to collect and categorize, but one can notice a tendency to
continue the same themes with a greater accent on the role of
Mary as a “facilitator” in the procuring of the new wine of

&7 Sources chrétiennes 157:422-24. This is one of the earliest interpretations that develops
so explicitly the wedding banquet as the experience of the Word on a collective and individual
level.

 Ephrem, Commentaire de I'Fvangile concordant, ed. L. Leloir, Corpus scriptorum
Christianorum Orientalium 145 (Louvain: 1. Durbecq, 1954), 46-47. Translation in Ignace
de la Potterie, Mary in the Mystery of the Covenant, trans. Bertrand Buby (New York: Alba
House, 1992), 200.

% Ephrem, S. Ephraem Syri Hymui et Sermones, ed. T. . Lamy, 4 vols. (Malines: H.
Dessain,1882-1902), 2:822. Hugh Rahner, who cites this text, comments as follows: “This
deep significance of the marriage at Cana therefore includes the whole history of salvation
from the first coming at the Incarnation to our Lord’s return at the end of days. Throughout
this history, extending through the centuries, humanity is being changed into the wine of the
life of grace, while Mary is there, the mother who cares and intercedes, standing at the very
center of the mystery in which God takes human nature from the child of Eve: Mary is the
mother of all who are sanctified by their faith in the coming of God” (Hugo Rahner, Our
Lady and the Church, trans. Sebastian Bullough [Bethesda, Md.: Zaccheus Press, 2004], 55-
56).

7 PG 72:2278. Translation in de la Potterie, Mary in the Mystery of the Covenant,200.
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Christ’s wisdom and in the wedding union. Thomas Aquinas, for
instance, who in his biblical commentaries is a remarkable source
of the statements and attitudes of his predecessors, says of the
wedding aspect of Cana:

“And the Mother of Jesus was there.” In its mystical meaning {= the spiritual
sense],” the mother of Jesus, the Blessed Virgin, is present in spiritual marriages
as the one who arranges the marriage [sicut nuptiarum consiliatrix] because it is
through her intercession that one is joined to Christ through grace: “In me is
every hope of life and strength” (Sir 24:5). Christ is present as the true groom
of the soul, as is said below (John 3:29): “He who has the bride is the
Bridegroom,” while the disciples are the friends of the bridegroom, as it were
joining the Church to Christ, as one of them said: “for I betrothed you to Christ
to present you as a pure bride to her one husband” (2 Cor 11:2).”

About a century before Aquinas, Rupert, abbot of Deutz,
commented on the same passage. One might note in his
commentary the fact that Mary and the Church are intertwined in
a way that reflects and synthesizes many of the statements already
encountered.”

And there was a marriage in Cana of Galilee. The whole household is rejoicing,
and the household is the Church, “And the mother of Jesus was there,” when
this marriage was celebrated, for not one of the children or guests at this
marriage is ignorant of how Christ became man. [There follow some lines
concerning false teachers.] And the only true festival and heavenly marriage-feast
is the one where the mother of Jesus is there—and that means the Church, the
mother, is there. And here every day by the espousals of virginal souls to Christ
is the true faith in God made man proclaimed. (Commentary on Jobn 2)7

! This, for Aquinas, is a valid mode of expounding the reality mediated by Scripture. For
a complete account of the spiritual sense of Scripture see Henri de Lubac, Sources of
Revelation, trans. Luke O’Neil (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968).

> Thomas Aquinas, Super Evangelium S. Joannis Lectura (Rome: Marietti, 1952), no.
343.See also the remark “to the mother pertains the procuring of the miracle, to Christ the
consummation of the miracle, and to the disciples the beholding of the miracle” (ibid., no.
344).

7 For a complete treatment of the spousal theme at Cana one may consult Henri de Lubac,
The Splendor of the Church, trans. Michael Mason (reprint; San Francisco: Ignatius, 1986),
chap. 9.

7 PI, 14:32. Translation in Rahner, Our Lady and the Church. This “explanatio secundum
mysteria allegoriae”™ follows a commentary on the “historia.”
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2. Subsequent Understandings of the Cana Event
a. The contemplation and experience of the faithful

Obviously, the foregoing overview has several lacunae. The
understanding of the significance of the Cana event continued to
be broad from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries and
controversial from the sixteenth century until now, especially in
the West because of the division of the Church during this period.
This situation should be studied in detail, something that exceeds
the limit of this article.” It is, however, possible to see an
“undertow” of comprehension of the event of Cana that moves in
the direction of a deeper penetration of the event itself. I stress
that it is the event that must be interpreted, not merely the words.
This has taken place, to repeat the words of Dei Verbum once
again, through the contemplation and study of all the faithful, by
the intimate knowledge gained through spiritual experience of the
realities mediated by Scripture, “and by the preaching of those
who have received with episcopal succession the sure charism of
truth.” Leaving aside for the moment this last aspect of a growth
in understanding, I wish to reflect upon the activity of the faithful,
especially those engaged in the study of the Sacred Scriptures who
are often working in conjunction with Church leaders.

The convergence of Protestant and Catholic use of historical
methods in biblical interpretation has facilitated a certain common
understanding of the Old Testament and New Testament texts in
general—thus, also of the Johannine text under consideration.
This has been an important step, but it has not been without a
certain ambiguity and with a concentration on the intercessory
role of Mary to the neglect of all the other dimension of the
mystery. A fine example of what can be accomplished and what
is left to accomplish is the 1978 ecumenical study, Mary in the

7 For a brief but important résumé of the positive aspects of the Reformers thinking about
Mary see Timothy George, “Evangelicals and the Mother of God,” First Things 107 (February
2007): 20-25.
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New Testament.”® In that study a significant first step was taken
in working toward what the text says, but there was little
discussion about the reality mediated by the texts: what the texts
are talking about. This latter is often relegated to the domain of
“theology,” but such a division of labor risks embracing the
Kantian dichotomy mentioned above and can reduce Tradition to
a succession of more or less successful interpretations now being
corrected by the historical-critical method (not to deny the
clarifications that modern historical and philological advances can
actually effect).

An example of a lapse into such thinking can be found in a
remark by Raymond Brown in his magisterial The Death of the
Messiah. Brown says of John 19:26-27, “I agree with Schiirmann
that the significance of this episode lies in the new relationship
between the mother of Jesus and the beloved disciple, not in the
symbolism attached to Mary in the history of interpretation.” In
a footnote Brown mentions an article by A. Kerrigan who, “by
arguing that Jesus conferred a universal maternity directly on
Mary confuses Johannine theology with that of the later Church”
(emphasis added).”” Implied here is the position that subsequent
Church teaching is a symbolism which develops a theology that
goes beyond the intentio auctoris as expressed in the text and
determined by the historical-critical method. Such a view of the
relation between reality, thought, and language restricts inter-
pretation to an attempt at determining what the author is trying
to say (a psychological consideration). In fact, interpretation
involves understanding the reality intended by the mind of the
author: this is an epistemological and metaphysical consideration.
The growth in understanding of this latter, the reality, is precisely
what “progresses in the Church” in the power of the Word of
God and by the three means mentioned in Dei Verbum.

7¢ Raymond E. Brown et al., eds., Mary in the New Testament: A Collaborative Assessment
by Protestant and Roman Catholic Scholars (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978).

77 Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave, ed.
David Noel Freedman, The Anchor Bible Reference Library (New York: Doubleday, 1993),
2:1024.
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In regard to the Cana event, the contributors to Mary in the
New Testament carefully consider most of the exegetical options
available to them and do not explicitly reject but a few. Their
concluding lines are, however, quite restrictive. The authors first
describe two extreme exegetical positions.

At one extreme of the spectrum is an exegesis once popular among Roman
Catholics (but scarcely held by any scholar today) that the story is an example of
Mary’s power of intercession: the first miracle worked by Jesus was at the behest
of his mother, and this is meant to teach us to pray to Jesus through Mary. On
the other extreme, it has been argued that by persisting in her demand after
Jesus’ refusal, Mary showed that she really did not believe in Jesus. . . .

Rather she falls into a general category of those who, despite their good
intentions misunderstand Jesus (e.g. Nicodemus in chap. 3 and the Samaritan
woman in ch. 4). . . .

[The request for a sign in the Fourth Gospel might mean: a hostile lack of
faith, an excessive enthusiasm for signs], and still other times a request for a sign
shows both naive trust and a lack of comprehension, leading ultimately to solid
faith (4:47, 48, 53; 20:30-31). The fact that the mother of Jesus remains with
him after he has changed water into wine (2:12) and ultimately appears at the
foot of the cross (19:25-27) makes it likely that it is the last mentioned category
that most suits her in the Johannine spectrum. But until she appears at the foot
of the cross, she is not yet a model for believers and indeed is kept distinct from
the disciples who at Cana saw his glory and believed in him (2:11 - notice the
continued distinction between the mother and the disciples in 2:12).

Another ecumenical statement about Mary was produced by
the well-known Groupe des Dombes in 1999.” This group of
theologians, more sensitive to the dynamics of Tradition and
aware of the implicit patristic attention to the realities rather than
to the words of Scripture, at the end of their brief overview of
patristic teaching about Mary have this to say:

The patristic texts we have been reading here may seem to go beyond the
councils. In fact, however, these texts do not depend on the councils but, like the
councils themselves, on scripture and the faith of the apostles. Then too, the gap
we see between their belief and the letter of the scriptures (their assertion of
Mary’s perpetual virginity, for example) is seen by them not as a departure from

78 Brown et al., eds., Mary in the New Testament,193-94.

7% Alain Blancy and Maurice Jourjon, eds., Mary in the Plan of God and in the Communion
of Saints (New York and Mahwah, N.]J.: Paulist Press, 2002).
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the scriptures but as fruit of their conviction that the scriptures in their entirety
are spiritual. This is why perpetual virginity, like the phrase “consubstantial with
the Father,” interprets the letter of the scriptures. That is how the Fathers, even
those we describe as “literalists” read the scriptures.®

The document treats Mary in the Gospel of John specifically (nos.
177-84). It is remarkable for its delicacy of presentation and
degree of convergence:

While John the evangelist calls Mary the “Mother of Jesus,” it is Jesus who
reveals and assigns her vocation to her when he calls her woman and appoints
her to be the mother of the beloved disciple while she is at the cross. . .. Is it
that he is unwilling to think of Mary as the one who brought him into the
world? No, the context shows rather that he wants to give Mary a role beyond
that of simply physical motherhood. . . .

Jesus is present at a human celebration [Cana] not in order to satisfy needs
felt there but to manifest his glory and inspire faith. It is this latter purpose that
he makes known in advance by performing the sign. It is in this way that the
theological perspective of the gospel reveals itself. Mary is present at this
revelation, although she does not realize it. . . .

[Jesus’ question] does not simply underscore the limitations of Mary, who
does not understand how and when the glory of Jesus will be revealed. It also
invites her to adopt the outlook of her Son and to abandon her own initiative in
order to follow his. It can be said that in this sense the episode of Cana is a
milestone on the way of Mary’s conversion, for she is made to understand that
her role henceforth is to lead servants to her Son and to listen to his word and
obey it fully. . . .

The Gospel of John structures three elements: Mary-as-Mother of Jesus, Mary-
as-woman, and Mary as mother-of-the-disciples, in a theological gradation:
starting with Mary, “Mother of Jesus,” it proceeds by way of Mary as “woman”
to Mary “mother-of the disciples” with a new kind of motherhood that is of a
different order than the first and that the church professes with him.*

The last of the examples 1 wish to give of a collaborative effort
to study, contemplate, and experience the realities of revelation
is the recent Anglican-Roman Catholic statement.®” 1 will
concentrate on what the document says about Cana:

% Ibid., no. 28.
1 1bid., no. 184 (emphasis in original).

% The Anglican-Roman Catholic Tnternational Commission, Mary: Grace and Hope in
Christ (Toronto: Novalis, 2005).
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John gives a prominent position in his Gospel to the wedding at Cana (2:1-12),
calling it the beginning (arche) of the signs of Jesus., The account emphasizes the
new wine which Jesus brings, symbolizing the eschatological marriage feast of
God with his people and the messianic banquet of the Kingdom. The story
primarily conveys a Christological message: Jesus reveals his messianic glory to
his disciples and they believe in him (2:11).

The presence of the “mother of Jesus” is mentioned at the beginning of the
story: she has a distinctive role in the unfolding of the narrative. Mary seems to
have been invited and be present in her own right, not with “Jesus and his
disciples” (2:1-2); Jesus is initially seen as present as part of his mother’s family.
In the dialogue between them when the wine runs out, Jesus seems at first to
refuse Mary’s implied request, but in the end he accedes to it. This reading of the
narrative, however, leaves room for a deeper symbolic reading of the event. In
Mary’s words “they have no wine”, John ascribes to her the expression not so
much of a deficiency in the wedding arrangements, as of the longing for salvation
of the whole covenant people, who have water for purification but lack the
joyful wine of the messianic kingdom. In his answer, Jesus begins by calling into
question his former relationship with his mother (“What is there between you
and me?”), implying that a change has to take place. He does not address Mary
as “mother”, but as “woman” (cf. John 19:26). Jesus no longer sees his relation
to Mary as simply one of earthly kinship.

Mary’s response, to instruct the servants to “Do whatever he tells you” (2:5),

is unexpected; she is not in charge of the feast (cf. 2:8). Her initial role as the
mother of Jesus has radically changed. She herself is now seen as a believer
within the messianic community. From this moment on, she commits herself
totally to the Messiah and his word. A new relationship results, indicated by the
change in the order of the main characters at the end of the story: “After this he
went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers and his disciples”
(2:12). The Cana narrative opens by placing Jesus within the family of Mary, his
mother; from now on, Mary is part of the “company of Jesus”, his disciple. Our
reading of this passage reflects the Church’s understanding of the role of Mary:
to help the disciples come to her son, Jesus Christ, and to “do whatever he tells
you”. ...
[The concluding line of the discussion of Mary in John’s Gospel:] When
John’s account of Mary at the beginning and end of Jesus’ ministry is viewed in
this light, it is difficult to speak of the Church without thinking of Mary, the
Mother of the Lord, as its archetype and first realization. ¥

b. The preaching of those who have received with episcopal
succession the sure charism of truth

% Ibid., nos. 23-27. The reader is encouraged to read this whole section for its use of the
Tradition in understanding the reality mediated by the text.
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Taking for granted that my readers know the Roman Catholic
position regarding the role of the magisterium and most
particularly the papacy, it will suffice here to recall that
study/contemplation, experience, and episcopal succession are
meant to interact mutually in the Church. This understanding
includes the position that the Church, the interpreting subject of
Scripture, “subsists” in the Catholic Church.*

In a 1997 essay, Joseph Ratzinger addressed the issues of
revelation, Christology, the role of office in the Church, and the
notion of the Church as subject:*

For the believer, however, the Church is not a sociological subject created by
human agreement, but a truly new subject called into being by the Word and in
the Holy Spirit; and precisely for that reason, the Church herself overcomes the
seemingly insurmountable confines of human subjectivity by putting man in
contact with the ground of reality which is prior to him. ... (23)

The Second Vatican Council teaches the historical continuity between the
Church founded by Christ and the Catholic Church in the now-famous
paragraph 8 of Lumen Gentium: “This Church constituted and organized as a
society in the present world subsists in the Catholic Church, governed by the
Successor of Peter and by the Bishops in communion with him, although outside
of her structure, many elements can be found of sanctification and truth which,
as gifts properly belonging to the Church of Christ, impel toward Catholic
unity”. ... (24)

Subsistere is a special case of esse. It refers to existence in the form of an
individual subject. That is exactly what it means here. The Council wanted to say
that the Church of Jesus Christ, as a concrete subject in the world, is found in the
Catholic Church. (27)

In light of this last consideration, I wish to look at an example of
the teaching of the magisterium of the Catholic Church regarding
the event at Cana. [ have selected the 1987 encyclical of John Paul

#* Helpful in this regard is an essay of Joseph Ratzinger in which he gives an example of
Tradition using Scripture to correct itself (something I mentioned earlier that still awaits an
explicit magisterial teaching). By incorporating the teaching on Mary as chapter 8 in the
constitution on the Church, Vatican II served to correct some theological and devotional
excesses. When the postconciliar reflections on the Church became too rigid, Pope Paul VI
issued his Marialis cultus which taught that Mary is rightly called “Mother of the Church.”
The encyclical Redemproris mater, which 1 will consider below reflects these two “course
corrections.” See. Hans Urs Von Balthasar and Joseph Ratzinger, Mary: The Church at the
Source, trans. Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997).

% Ratzinger, “Deus locutus est nobis.” Numbers in parentheses refer to pages in the essay.
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I, Redemptoris mater, which, in the course of its commentary,
refers back to the teaching of Vatican II. The key concept in this
teaching about Cana is the explicit use of the idea of “mediation,”
a notion not necessarily foreign to expressions such as “mother of
the disciples” found in the ecumenical documents mentioned
above, but nevertheless embodying a whole set of theological
positions that touch on anthropology, death, the true nature of
the Body of Christ, and more. I will quote some passages from the
encyclical, including its recourse to the statements about
mediation in Lumen Gentium.

If through faith Mary became the bearer of the Son given to her by the Father
through the power of the Holy Spirit, while preserving her virginity intact, in
that same faith she discovered and accepted the other dimension of motherhood
revealed by Jesus during his messianic mission. One can say that this dimension
of motherhood belonged to Mary from the beginning, that is to say from the
moment of the conception and birth of her Son. From that time she was “the one
who believed”. . . .

From this point of view, particularly eloquent is the passage in the Gospel of
John which presents Mary at the wedding feast of Cana. She appears there as the
Mother of Jesus at the beginning of his public life. . . . We are familiar with the
sequence of events which resulted from that invitation, that “beginning of the
signs” wrought by Jesus—the water changed into wine—which prompts the
Evangelist to say that Jesus “manifested his glory; and his disciples believed in
him” (Jn. 2:11).

Mary is present at Cana in Galilee as the Mother of Jesus, and in a significant
way she contributes to that “beginning of the signs” which reveal the messianic
power of her Son. . . . Even though Jesus’ reply to his mother sounds like a
refusal (especially if we consider the blunt statement “My hour has not yet
come” rather than the question), Mary nevertheless turns to the servants and says
to them: “Do whatever he tells you” (Jn. 2:5). Then Jesus orders the servants to
fill the stone jars with water, and the water becomes wine, better than the wine
which has previously been served to the wedding guests.

What deep understanding existed between Jesus and his mother? How can
we probe the mystery of their intimate spiritual union? But the fact speaks for
itself. Tt is certain that that event already quite clearly outlines the new
dimension, the new meaning of Mary’s motherhood. Her motherhood has a
significance which is not exclusively contained in the words of Jesus and in the
various episodes reported by the Synoptics (Lk. 11:27-28 and Lk. 8:19-21; Mt.
12:46-50; Mk. 3:31-35). In these texts Jesus means above all to contrast the
motherhood resulting from the fact of birth with what this “motherhood” {and
also “brotherhood”) is to be in the dimension of the Kingdom of God, in the
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salvific radius of God’s fatherhood. In John’s text on the other hand, the
description of the Cana event outlines what is actually manifested as a new kind
of motherhood according to the spirit and not just according to the flesh, that
is to say Mary’s solicitude for human beings, her coming to them in the wide
variety of their wants and needs. . . . Thus there is a mediation: Mary places
herself between her Son and mankind in the reality of their wants, needs and
sufferings. She puts herself “in the middle,” that is to say she acts as a mediatrix
not as an outsider, but in her position as mother. . . . As a mother she also wishes
the messianic power of her Son to be manifested, that salvific power of his which
is meant to help man in his misfortunes, to free him from the evil which in
various forms and degrees weighs heavily upon his life. . . .

Another essential element of Mary’s maternal task is found in her words to
the servants: “Do whatever he tells you.” The Mother of Christ presents herself
as the spokeswoman of her Son’s will, pointing out those things which must be
done so that the salvific power of the Messiah may be manifested. At Cana,
thanks to the intercession of Mary and the obedience of the servants, Jesus
begins “his hour.” At Cana Mary appears as believing in Jesus. Her faith evokes
his first “sign” and helps to kindle the faith of the disciples .

We can therefore say that in this passage of John's Gospel we find as it were
a first manifestation of the truth concerning Mary’s maternal care. This truth has
also found expression in the teaching of the Second Vatican Council. It is
tmportant to note how the Council illustrates Mary’s maternal role as it relates
to the mediation of Christ. Thus we read: “Mary’s maternal function towards
mankind in no way obscures or diminishes the unique mediation of Christ, but
rather shows its efficacy,” because “there is one mediator between God and men,
the man Christ Jesus” (I Tim. 2:5). This maternal role of Mary flows, according
to God’s good pleasure, “from the superabundance of the merits of Christ; it is
founded on his mediation, absolutely depends on it, and draws all its efficacy
from it.”(LG #60). It is precisely in this sense that the episode at Cana in Galilee
offers us a sort of first announcement of Mary’s mediation, wholly oriented
towards Christ and tending to the revelation of his salvific power.

From the text of John it is evident that it is 2 mediation which is maternal.
As the Council proclaims: Mary became “a mother to us in the order of grace.”
This motherhood in the order of grace flows from her divine motherhood.
Because she was, by the design of divine Providence, the mother who nourished
the divine Redeemer, Mary became “an associate of unique nobility, and the
Lord’s humble handmaid,” who “cooperated by her obedience, faith, hope and
burning charity in the Savior’s work of restoring supernatural life to souls.” (LG
#61) And “this maternity of Mary in the order of grace . . . will last without
interruption until the eternal fulfillment of all the elect.” (LG #62)

% Catholic Information Network (CIN), 16 December 1996.
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HI. SUMMARY

The object of this study has been to present the Catholic
understanding of the biblical teaching on Mary, not by giving a
résumé of that teaching, but by giving an example of that
understanding, tracing out how the interpretation of one passage,
and an enigmatic one at that, developed over the centuries. This
may serve as an illustration of the way that Catholic teaching
develops out of the realities mediated by Scripture and not merely
out of an analysis of the words.

My brief treatment of narrative was intended to locate the level
of the narrative process at which the interpretation of an event
mostly takes place, namely, what I have called its “poetics.” 1
maintain that the main interpretive context employed at the
poetics level for the wedding at Cana was the liturgical feast
which commemorated the giving of the Law. This served as an
interpretive matrix for the manner in which the incident was
presented.

In regard to the event itself we can see that John is teaching us
that by changing water into wine in such a context, Jesus was
declaring his identity as the bearer of the eschatological gift of a
new wisdom/teaching/Law, and implying that the marriage
between God and his people would be raised to a new level. All
of this could have been accomplished by Jesus and by the narrator
without including Mary. However, her intervention and Jesus’
response served to invite her to a new relationship with Jesus, that
of disciple and collaborator. This relationship will be deepened at
the cross. The gospel writer’s concluding remarks include the key
Johannine terms, “sign,” “glory,” and “belief,” thus accenting the
true significance of this event.

I felt it necessary to set forth some basic interpretive principles
of Catholic theology in order to clarify the Catholic stance in
regard to Scripture. The first is the notion of the Church
throughout the centuries as the interpreting subject of the
Scriptures. This includes liturgy, preaching, and custom and
includes the three manners in which “the Tradition which is from
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the Apostles advances in the Church under the assistance of the
Holy Spirit.” The most significant difference between Catholics
and Evangelicals in this regard would be the understanding of the
phrase, “the preaching of those who have received with episcopal
succession the sure charism of truth.”

I also wanted to point out the “default Kantianism” in the
manner in which texts are interpreted. It is for this reason that I
continue to speak of “the reality mediated by the text,” though
space does not permit a more extended consideration of both
language and cognition and its allied topic, the spiritual sense of
Scripture and of the history it mediates.

Finally, I tried in a schematic fashion to trace the way in which
the Cana incident has been understood in Tradition. This is not
an exhaustive study, tracing some of the twists and turns and
backwaters of the successive interpretations of the event.
Nevertheless, as the subsequent ecumenical efforts have borne
out, my examples (regrettably lacking in a more ample
presentation of the understanding of the early Reformers) do
represent the “main stream” of the Tradition. Continued close
and contemplative attention to the event mediated in this text will
allow the efficacious power of the Word to draw all Christians
together.
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I. LITURGY AS A PATTERN OF SIGNS

AINT THOMAS AQUINAS is, among other things, a
philosopher and theologian of the sign.' For him the
sacramental Liturgy belongs to the order of signs. And this is
surely correct. The Liturgy is a pattern of signs and symbols that
speak to our senses of the spiritual realities they seek to represent.
So much might be said, of course, of any worthwhile art form,*
and the Symbolist poets of late-nineteenth-century France held it
to be true of nature itself. As one of their number, Charles
Baudelaire, wrote in his sonnet Correspondances:

La nature est un temple ol de vivants
piliers

Laissent parfois sortir des confuses
paroles:

L’homme y passe a travers des foréts
de symboles . . .

! For a philosophical account of signs, see J. Haldane, “The Life of the Sign,” The Review
of Metaphysics 47 (1994): 451-70. A mainly theological account, indebted to Thomas but not
exclusively so, is E. Masure, Le Signe. Le passage du visible & invisible (Paris, 1948).

* A connection eloquently made, and then applied to the sacraments, by the Anglo-Welsh
lay Dominican artist and poet David Jones in the essay “Art and Sacrament,” published in H.
Grisewood, ed., Epoch and Artist: Selected Writings by David Jones (London, Faber and Faber,
1959), 143-79. Of relevance to the present essay is C. C. Knight, “Some Liturgical
Implications of the Thought of David Jones,” New Blackfriars 85 (2004): 444-53.

3 Cited, with discussion, in P. Mansclt Jones, Baudelaire (Ncw Haven: Yale University
Press, 1952), 32-33.
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(Nature is a temple whose living pillars emit now and then
confused words; man passes that way through forests of symbols.
.. .) In a theistic context, Aquinas draws close to Baudelaire’s
viewpoint in the Disputed Questions on Truth when he affirms
that natural knowledge of God in this life comes about per
speculum et aenigma sensibilium creaturarum, “through the
mirror and enigma of sensory creatures.” For the ancients
“mirror” and “enigma” were closer than they are for us. Mirrors
were highly polished metal where one might have to peer hard to
make out that which was mirrored. At any rate, enigmatic mirrors
must be the starting point for our enquiry, for as Dom Cipriano
Vagaggini, principal architect of the new Eucharistic Prayers in
the Roman Missal of 1969, explains, “the whole liturgical
economy . . . falls under the concept of sign.” I only hope my
account will not be too enigmatic—much less, in Baudelaire’s
word, “confused.”

For Thomas, to specify the lifurgical sign we have to mention
something further. The liturgical sign in particular is to express
the reality of the holy—the reality of the holy as pertinent to
human salvation. Because the Liturgy operates in a context in
which the order of the day is not natural truth but a saving truth
which, by definition, goes beyond the natural, this particular set
of signs can only be approached by the distinctive understanding
that comes from faith in divine revelation. Though, as we shall
see, the primary saving sign for Thomas is the humanity of the
Word made flesh, in the Church of the Word incarnate this
unique sign is itself represented by the ritual signs we call the
sacraments. Thomas is speaking in the formal perspective of
Christian faith when he defines a sacrament as “the sign of a holy
reality insofar as it makes human beings holy.”® But sacramental
theology—the study of such signs—does not flourish when
sundered from a theology of the Liturgy as a whole. A similar

* Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones disputatae De Veritate, q. 13, a. 2.

> C. Vagaggini, O.8.B., Theological Dimensions of the Liturgy: A General Treatise on the
Theology of the Liturgy, trans. Leonard J. Doyle and W. A, Jurgens (Collegeville, Minn.: The
Liturgical Press, 1976), 32.

¢ Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 111, q. 60, a. 2.
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thumbnail description of the wider Liturgy might read: the
Liturgy is the total complex of signs at work in the Church’s
worship for the purposes of the divine sanctification of human
beings. That is broad enough to include the Liturgy of the Hours
or Divine Office, the sacramentals (a word that means “little
sacraments”), and the other ceremonies that make up the
complete pattern of Catholic worship. Sacramentality here has a
more extended sense than the septet of great sacraments as
defined by the Council of Trent. It is not good for the sacraments
to be alone, divorced from their context in the wider worship of
the Church—nor, for that matter, from the role of sign in the
entire divine economy. To cite Vagaggini again, “The liturgy . . .
is nothing else than a certain phase of revelation, a certain way in
which the meaning of revelation is realized in us.”’

II. THE CONGRUENCE OF SIGN IN THE DIVINE PLAN

For Thomas it is altogether appropriate that God should lead
human beings to supernatural communion with himself through
sensibly perceptible signs. As he writes in his little treatise “On the
Articles of the Faith and the Sacraments of the Church,” it is
congruent that God grants his grace through bodily things.* When
the divine freedom embraced the purpose of human salvation
nothing compelled it to use this particular means. But that it
should so do was altogether suitable. Here, as always when
Thomas speaks of convenientia—appropriateness, congruence,
fittingness—we have a tacit appeal to theological aesthetics.’
Theological “convenience” for Thomas denotes how the divine
Wisdom selected really quite the best means for realizing the
mystery of salvation and so the glorification of man in God.
Wisdom itself—or, rather, himself—chose the human body to be
the gateway of salvation. That for Thomas is an example of the
characteristic beauty of the divine ordering of the universe in

7 Vavaggini, Theological Dimensions of the Liturgy, 3.

¥ Thomas Aquinas, De articulis fidei et sacramentis Ecclesiae (Marietti ed., n. 614).

? G. Narcisse, Les raisons de Dieu: Argument de convenance et esthétique théologique selon
saint Thomas d’Aquin et Hans Urs von Balthasar (Fribourg: Editions universitaires, 1997).
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creation and redemption. In Thomas’s Latin, “the beautiful” is
termed pulchrum. So we could say, punningly, it was pulchrum
that the body be the fulcrum of human salvation. The body is the
fulcrum, or, as the North African writer Tertullian put it in a pun
of his own in the third century, our flesh—in Latin, caro—is the
“hinge”—in Latin, cardo—of our salvation.

III. THE RELEVANCE OF THOMAS’S ANTHROPOLOGY

This raises the question of Thomas’s anthropology, his account
of man. In a positivist philosophical climate, such as that of
modern Britain, it may seem odd to mention it, but Thomas was
going against the grain of much ancient philosophy when he
insisted that the human body was absolutely integral to the human
person.'® Though the soul alone is by nature indestructible and
therefore immortal, man is nonetheless one single reality of body
and soul together. He is, as Thomas tersely remarks, unum
simpliciter."" The soul may be the actuating principle of the
human being, but it is the body that renders man a concrete
reality. Using the matter-form analysis of such realities, which he
had learned from Aristotle, Thomas stresses that only with the
help of its matter can form unfold its own dispositions and perfect
them.'” The body, so understood, belongs intrinsically to the
human personal subject, the suppositum or hypostasis. This is the
source of its distinctive dignity as a hunan body and is what befits
it for possible entry into the realm of grace.

The place of the body in personal soul-life is reflected in its
role in human knowledge. The working of the mind is so
dependent on the body for the content of its thinking that even
sheerly intellectual objects are mediated to it through a process
that begins with the senses.”” In a Thomist maxim, ommnis cognitio

' In Thomas’s view, the Platonici regarded the relation between soul and body as
accidental, not substantial (see Summa contra Gentiles 11, c. 83).

USTh1,q. 76,a. 1.

2 Ibid.; see also STh 1, q. 76, a. 4.

BSTh1, q. 84, aa. 6-7.
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incipit a sensu: “all knowledge starts from the senses.” The norms
of human understanding apply analogously to the realm of
salvation as well. Were it not so, supernatural life would damage
natural life, rather than fulfil it."* It is appropriate, then, that
knowledge of the divine offer to bring man salvation should like-
wise have its origin in the senses. Thus in the Tertia Pars of the
Summa Theologiae, where Thomas is thinking specifically of the
principal liturgical signs, the sacraments, he makes the point that
the rationale for the sacraments is the same as that for verbal
imagery in the Scriptures, the primary testimonies of revelation.
The Bible uses imagery because it is connatural to man to acquire
knowledge of the spiritual order through signs that are grounded
in the sensible realm. What is true of the Word of God written in
Scripture is no less true of the spiritual and intelligible goods
through which man is sanctified, the “sacred things” signified by
the sacraments.” So the divine economy, by the way it has
disposed saving history, renders man a liturgical being in such a
fashion that this is in conformity with our human nature as such.

In the single most important doctrinal statement of the Roman
magisterium on the Liturgy, the encyclical Mediator Dei of 1948,
Pope Pius XII grounded not only the interior but also the exterior
character of the Church’s worship on a twofold consideration that
bears a strong family resemblance to Thomas’s. Firstly, man is
naturally a body-soul composite. Secondly, divine providence has
so worked in the history of salvation that “recognising God
through the visible we may be drawn by him to love of the
invisible.” Here the pope cites the Preface of the Nativity in the
Roman Rite, itself a mosaic of texts from the sermons of his
predecessor St. Leo the Great.'® This passage of the encyclical is
almost certainly a reprise of Thomas, who uses the same Leonine
text in a similar context."

1 See STH 111, q. 65, a. 1.

B 8Th I, q. 60, a. 2.

'S Pius X1I, Mediator Dei, 24 (Christian Worship, trans. G. D. Smith [London: Catholic
Truth Society, 1948], p. 18).

YV STh L q. 82, 4. 3, ad 2.
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IV. A CAVEAT

Reference to the “invisible” invites the caveat that Thomas
cannot be presented as a “Christian materialist” for whom man is
simply a “ceremonious animal.” Indeed, Thomas remained close
enough to the Platonist tradition to hold that, in the words of a
recent study, the divine essence “can only be known in the most
sublime way when the human mind is able to function
independently of the senses.”'® What begins in the senses does not
necessarily end there, as the Beatific Vision will demonstrate. In
De Veritate Thomas maintains that, though initially it is natural to
know God through sensory experience, in the beatified state it
will be “natural” for human intelligence to know the essence of
God through divine assistance.”’

It would be not only crass but unfaithful to Thomas’s world-
picture as a whole were we to draw from his emphasis on the role
of the senses the conclusion that, applied to cult, the mere
performance of ritual activity, by outwardly “active” participation,
meets the needs of liturgical man. Once again, Thomas is far from
materialism. As Anton Pegis wrote in a celebration of the seventh
centenary of Aquinas’s death:

¥ P, Quinn, Aquinas, Platonism and the Knowledge of God (Aldershot: Avebury, 1996),
2 (emphasis added). See e.g., ScG IL, c. 68; 111, ¢. 61; IV, ¢. 1; IV, ¢. 55; STh I, q. 77, a. 25 and
the whole of II-II, q. 175. On the general issue of St. Thomas’s Platonism (and not merely
Aristoteleanism), see W. J. Hankey, “Aquinas and the Platonists,” in S. Gersh and M. J. F. M.
Hoenen, eds., The Platonic Tradition in the Middle Ages: A Doxographic Approach (Berlin: W.
De Gruyter, 2002), 279-324. Though Thomas’s “knowledge of Platonism derived from a
complex tradition of commentators and followers who in varying degrees had themselves
modified original sources . . . the presence of Platonist elements in the work of Thomas
Aquinas is multifaceted and profound.” Thus F. O’Rourke, “Aquinas and Platonism,” in F,
Kerr, ed., Contemplating Aquinas: On the Varieties of Interpretation (London: SCM Press,
2003), 249-50. O’Rourke takes up a point made earlier in R. J. Henle, Saint Thomas and
Platonism: A Study of the Plato and Platonici Texts in the Writings of St. Thomas (The Hague:
M. Nijhoff, 1956), namely, that while Aquinas usually rejects the via or methodic principle
of the Platonists, he often accepts their positio or substantive conclusions—sometimes reaching
these by a via indebted to Aristotle!

¥ De Verit., q. 13, a. 1. In Thomas’s homely comparison in this text, a beard is natural to
a grown man but not to a baby boy. Cf. Quinn, Aquinas, Platonism and the Knowledge of God,
68.
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[For Thomas] embodiment is not to be understood simply as the existence of the
soul in the world of matter; on the contrary, it is the existence of the body in the
spiritual world of the soul itself. The existence, the life and the economy of the
human composite derive from the nature of the soul, so that it is not strictly
correct to say that in the human composite the soul is in the body; it is more
proper to say that the soul exists in the body—and in the world of matter—only
because the body exists in the world of the soul.

And Pegis concludes: “The human body is matter existing and
functioning with and within the life of the intellectual soul.”*’

For Aquinas, writing in an imagistic mode, which is more
connatural to him than some critics of Scholastic abstraction
allow, the intellectual soul of man exists on the “horizon” and, as
he writes, at the “confines, as it were” between things bodily and
things incorporeal. It is itself intelligent substance and not just the
form of a body.?' Naturally, this has implications for worship.
When Thomas declares the soul to have its being “above motion
and time, touching eternity,” accepting from that Neoplatonically
inspired text the Liber de causis the soul’s situation “on the
horizon below eternity but above time,” this cannot be without
consequence for the celebration of the Liturgy.* Our expectations
of liturgical worship cannot go unaffected if it be true that the
soul, whose life the body shares, exists on a boundary between
time and eternity.” Of our nature, we strive for timelessness in a
temporal world. Christian worship must take that into considera-
tion. It cannot simply consecrate the world. We are not altogether
at home here. We are viatores, wayfarers in exile. The Liturgy is
not just consolation in time. It must tug at our moorings. It is
preparation for eternity.

2 A, Pegis, “The Separated Soul and its Nature in St. Thomas,” in A. Maurer, ed., Sz.
Thomas Aquinas 1274-1974: Commemorative Studies, vol. 1 (Toronto: PIMS, 1974), 14.

2L SeG I, ¢. 68.

 Liber de causis, prop. 2: “in horizonte aeternitatis inferius et supra tempus.” That
Thomas was not merely expounding another’s thought but appropriating it is made clear in
SeG I, c. 61. For the far from marginal issue of the Neoplatonist Proclus’s influence on
Thomas’s Summa Theologiae, see W. J. Hankey, God in Himself: Aquinas’s Doctrine of God
as Expounded in the ‘Summa Theologiae’ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).

B SeG 1, e 81,
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V. THE APPLICATION TO WORSHIP

Thomas’s fullest statement of the application to worship of the
issues involved may well be a text from book 3 of the Summa
contra Gentiles, where he is speaking, as throughout the first trio
of books of that work, somewhat in 2 philosopher’s tone of voice.
There he treats the creation of sensible things, sensibilia, as a
“reminder” of “divine realities.” He gives a rationale for God’s
institution, according to the biblical narrative, of sensibilia
sacrificia, “sacrifices in sensible form.” The sacrificial cultus was
urged on Israel, explains Thomas, so that man might “represent”
to himself his own complete dependence on the Creator Lord.
And the same rationale—representation, signification—is offered
for the existence of sacraments—God putting in place “certain
hallowings through things of sense” in acts of washing or
anointing, eating or drinking. In these symbolic actions, the God
of creation and providence was, writes Thomas, “signifying to
mankind that it receives gifts in the intelligible order from a
source outside itself, and [more especially] from God whose own
Name, after all, is expressed by sensible words.”**

Elsewhere, in the Secunda Pars of the Summa Theologiae,
Thomas mounts a lengthy enquiry into the virtue of religion
whereby we act justly—that is, duly—towards God as the source
and goal of all existence. In its course, he raises and adjudicates a
number of issues that such provision of sensible media for the
God-man relationship suggests. The first of some nineteen
“questions” (i.e., question 81) proposes a general rationale for
exteriority—for ritual cultus—in divine worship. In its seventh
article, Thomas takes as the signature tune for his positive
exposition of the issues the third verse of Psalm 83, which reads
in the Latin Psalter: “My heart and my flesh have rejoiced in the
living God.” Just as internal actions belong to the heart, explains
Thomas, so external actions belong to the flesh. And God, the
Psalmist is saying, has to be worshipped in both. The corpus of the
article gives the pith of the argument. Thomas writes:

2 8cG I, c. 119.
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Because God possesses perfect glory to which creatures can add nothing, we do
not give honour and reverence to God for his sake, but rather for our sake,
because when we do so our mind is subjected to him and in this our perfection
consists. . . . The human mind, however, needs to be led to God by means of the
sensible world [conjugatur Deo sensibilium manuductione], since “the hidden
things of God are manifested by those things that are made,” as St. Paul states.
Hence, in divine worship the use of corporeal things is necessary so that by using
signs, man’s mind may be aroused to the spiritual acts which join him to God.”

The Pauline reference is to the celebrated text in the Letter to the
Romans so important in the history of natural theology.* But for
our purposes we can notice especially how in Thomas’s account
exterior acts are subordinated to interior worship, which is the
heart of the matter.

A little later in these questions, Thomas’s discussion of vocal
prayer confirms what has just been said. Common prayer—he
means prayer using the texts of the Liturgy—is necessarily vocal.
As he explains:

Common prayer is offered to God by ministers of the Church representing all
the faithful. Such prayer should be known to all the people for whom it is
offered, which would be impossible unless it were vocal.”’

Indeed, the prayer of the individual person is appropriately vocal
too. The use of the voice excites interior devotion. Through
external signs, which may be either words or gestures, the mind
is moved to apprehend and to desire—in fact, to “increase holy
desire,” desiderium sanctum, quoting St. Augustine’s Letter to
Proba on prayer (now to be found, divided into sections, in the
Office of Readings of the Roman Rite).*® In this passage, Thomas
as it were underwrites in advance the concern of the twentieth-
century liturgical movement that all worshipers share by gesture
or voice—and not only by recollected silence—in the liturgical
symbols. Yet he is realistic when he goes on to admit that signs

Y SThII, q. 81, a. 7.

¢ Rom 1: 20.

¥ STHILL, q. 83, a. 12.

¥ See L. Maidl, Desiderii interpres: Genese und Grundstruktur der Gebetstheologie des
Thomas von Aquin (Paderborn: F. Schéningh, 1994).
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can also distract. In which case, when devotion is already fervent,
they should, in personal praying, be laid aside.

Two further considerations are pertinent to vocal prayer. In
justice, our body, and not just our soul, owes God worship—
Thomas cites the rather quaint Vulgate version of Hosea 14:3:
“Give unto God the heifers of your lips.” And, he adds, whether
we like it or not, we shall find that where there is intense love for
God—literally, “vehement affection” for him—there will be an
overflow from the soul to the body and this will naturally
manifest itself in outward ways. Here it is Psalm 15:9 that
Thomas finds serviceable: “My heart has been glad and my tongue
rejoiced.” As David Berger puts it: “The joy and jubilation of the
soul endowed with grace by God cannot do other than let the
soul’s fulness flow over into the body.”? Still, it seems fair to
conclude from the questions on the virtue of religion that
Thomas’s emphasis on the “cardinal,” hinge-like, importance of
the worship of the body is always at the service of an even-more
marked stress on the worship of heart, mind, and soul—which is
what his view of the time-eternity relation might lead us to
expect.

VI THE LITURGY BEFORE THE LITURGY: THE CASE OF ISRAEL

The use of texts from the Hebrew Bible to pinpoint a
discussion of the principles of Christian prayer and worship
reminds us that Thomas devotes a great deal of attention to the
institution of worship among the people of Israel, under the Old
Covenant. So far we have been thinking chiefly of those
presuppositions of the Liturgy in revelation that concern the
individual human being as worshipper. Now we must begin to
factor in their corporate counterparts: Israel, and Christ as Head
and Bridegroom of the Church, herself a corporate personality,
his body and bride. In tacit reference to the longest treatise on any
topic at all in the Summa Theologiae (that on the Old Law),

¥ D. Berger, Thomas Aquinas and the Liturgy, trans. C. Grosz (Naples, Fla.: Sapientia
Press, 2004), 74. This beautiful little book inspired the present essay.



ST. THOMAS AND THE SACRAMENTAL LITURGY 581

Thomas declares: “The ancient Fathers [i.e., our spiritual
ancestors in Israel], by observing the sacraments of the Law, were
brought towards Christ through the same faith and love by which
we are still brought towards him.”° In his biblically oriented
study of Thomas’s soteriology, Christ’s Fulfilment of Torah and
Temple, Matthew Levering comments on this passage: “The
sacraments of the Mosaic Law, while they do not cause grace,
nonetheless belong to the movement whereby men and women
under the state of the Old Law participated in the New Law.”*! As
Levering explains, in the ceremonial precepts of the Law the
people of Israel

found a figurative outline of the manner by which the disorder that obstructed
human beings from receiving God’s grace would be healed. By participating in
this figurative drama (through the sacraments of the Old Law), they could be
proleptically, and implicitly, united to the future Messiah who, by perfectly
fulfilling all aspects of the Law, would make this grace available to all.**

And this is so even if, as Levering concludes,

the ultimate reward of the New Law (beatific communion with God in heavenly
glory) is received by the souls of the holy men and women of the Old Testament
only after Christ had undergone his passion.™

Thomas always takes a broad view but never to the point of
anticipating the tendency of twentieth-century so-called transcen-
dental theology, which would suppress what is distinctive in each
epoch of salvation history, with all that history implies for
significant discontinuities as well as continuities in the divine plan.

However, as Levering shows, while Aquinas does not seek to
relativize the great turning-points of salvation history in the name
of the a priori structures of the God-world relationship, his
reading of Scripture is an example of a theology of worship

O STHII, q. 8, a. 3, ad 3.

M. Levering, Christ’s Fulfilment of Torah and Temple: Salvation according to Thomas
Aquinas (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 23.

*2 Ibid., 24.

* Ibid.
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centered firmly on Jesus Christ. The precepts on which Israel
founded her worship have to be interpreted in the light of the
message of the prophets, not least the prophets of “He who
Cometh,” the expected Mediator. Indeed, for Thomas, the entire
state or way of life of the Jewish people was meant to be
“prophetic and figurative” of the Incarnation.”® The Jews were
elected precisely so that Christ might be born among them. For
Thomas, the life of the Word incarnate, lived out in obedience to
the Torah, came to its climax on the Cross, where Jesus’s self-
sacrifice, perfect in its love and freedom, fulfilled the laws
regarding ritual sacrifice and purity that Israel had received from
the Lord, and fulfilled too the role of the Jerusalem Temple as the
locus of true—that is, nonidolatrous—worship.

VII. A CHRISTOCENTRIC VIEW OF WORSHIP

As these references to the rationale of Israelite worship suggest,
we cannot—for Aquinas—begin to write a theology of the
sacramental Liturgy until we recognize that human beings are not
only creatures but fallen creatures. As rational creatures made
with a natural desire for God, and destined by a further
determination of the divine loving kindness to share his life, we
are on a course of return. But it is a course of impeded return. In
a circular movement, which in the Summa conira Gentiles
Thomas declares to be the most perfect of all movements,” man
first comes forth from God in creation—an initial movement that
is indissolubly linked to his elevation into a condition of grace. In
both respects, as a bearer of his own nature and a recipient of
divine grace, the human creature then strives to return to God as
the One whom Thomas calls in the Summa Theologiae “the goal
of all our desires and actions” (finis omnium desideriorum et
actionum nostrarum).”® Sin impedes this return, to which man
nonetheless still aspires with a desire that is naturally ineradicable

HSTh L, q, 104, 2. 2,ad 2.
¥ 8¢G L, c. 82.
*STh I, q. 4, a. 2, ad 3.
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yet of itself ineffective.’” Effectively, the return is only made
possible by the mystery of the Incarnation, which reunites man to
his divine source.”® When in the divine person of the Word
human nature is assumed into union with the divine nature this is
for all of us the way home to the Father’s house. As Thomas puts
it in his commentary on St. John’s Gospel, Christ’s humanity is
our way of tending towards God.” Redemption from sin can now
take place in that very nature where sin was committed and, once
committed, ratified again and again. (There are implications here
for the organic character of the process of salvation, as well as for
the way it respects human dignity.)

Thomas uses the concept of “instrumental causality” to speak
of the task that thus awaited the Lord’s humanity in its personal
union with the Word. We are saved, for Thomas, not by the
eternal decrees which, as in John Calvin’s thought, so determined
matters that Christ’s human actions would divinely count as
saving us. Rather are we saved by the humanity of Christ which
brings about the effect that is man’s salvation instrumentaliter,
that is, of its own working, albeit through the power it receives
from the principal agent in the saving process, the triune God.
Influenced in this by the Greek Fathers and notably by St. Cyril of
Alexandria, and after him St. John of Damascus,*® Thomas holds
that the body-soul unity of Christ’s human nature, in its radical
engracement through the hypostatic union, is the very means of
divine salvation reaching us. Since the sixteenth century at least,
the Thomist school has not shrunk from employing the phrase
“physical efficacy” in this regard.*! The basic idea was taken up by
the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council in the early paragraphs
of their Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy where they maintain,
“[Christ’s] humanity, in the union with the person of the Word,

%7 Super Boet. de Trin., q. 6,a. 4 ad 5.
8 Comp. theol., 201.
¥ In Joan. 7, lect. 4.

¥ See, e.g., STHI-1I, q. 112, a. 2, ad 1.

* The terminology is probably owed to Thomas’s sixteenth-century disciple and namesake
Thomas de Vio, Cardinal Cajetan. See B. Leeming, Principles of Sacramental Theology (2d ed.;
London: Longmans, 1960), 334-35. Some would prefer the formula “real and intrinsic” to

“physical.”
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was the instrument of our salvation.”** And the point, the pur-
pose, of this unique, indeed astonishing, ennoblement of human
nature is the human race’s return to God.

By his insistence that we are saved through the instrumental
causality of the humanity of the Word, Thomas is committed to
the view that salvation reaches us through the causal mediation of
visible signs—which are, therefore, far more than merely revela-
tory in character. Here, in the Tertia Pars, signs are not only
pedagogical—which has been the dominant message hitherto.
More than this, Thomas is now saying, they are effectively
salvific. It was by assuming human nature for the work of our sal-
vation that the Logos “placed himself in the order of signs.”* As
the primordial sacrament of salvation, the Incarnation will be the
basis for the sacramental Liturgy. Situating the two together, the
one principally and the other derivatively, allows the sacramental
signs to show themselves as images and mediations of the original
“sacrament” of Incarnation itself.** As the Summa contra Geniiles
has it, the sacraments are “as it were visible instruments of the
incarnate God who suffered” (quaedam instrumenti Dei incarnati
passi).”

It is a feature of Thomas’s sacramentology that it can maintain
simultaneously two positions often treated as alternatives. First,
the sacraments are signs, and so belong happily to the normal
world of human agency, to the life of human culture in its natural
setting in the cosmic environment. But second, they are genuine
causes of the salvific effects they signify, which is only explicable

* Sacrosanctum Concilium 5.

* M. de la Taille, The Mystery of Faith and Human Opinion Contrasted and Defined
(London: Longmans and Green, 1930), 212. The maxim guided the reflections on art, sign,
and sacrament of David Jones (see note 2). Though some Thomist theologians criticized De
Ja Taille’ s work, it was for his interpretation of the interrelation of the Last Supper, the Cross,
and the Mass (where, he held, the Cross would not be the atoning Sacrifice without the acts
done at the Supper, such that the Eucharist is the sacrament of bozh) and not for the principle
the maxim represents.

* Berger, Thomas Aquinas and the Liturgy, 66.

" ScG 1V, c. 56.
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if they also belong with action that is divine.*® The sacraments are
not merely declarative signs, they are efficacious ones, efficacious
in communicating the fruits of our redemption.”’

VI, THE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST AS FOUNDATION OF THE
LITURGY

By far the most important Christological theme Thomas
invokes in this connection from the New Testament and the
Fathers is the priesthood of Christ. The office of a priest—and on
this point social anthropology and traditional theology are at
one—is to serve as a mediator between God and human beings,
conveying men’s prayer and penance to God and God’s gifts to
men. Thomas completely approves of the decision of the author
of the Letter to the Hebrews to describe Jesus Christ and his work
in priestly terms. As he remarks pithily in the Tertia Pars:
“Through [Christ] divine gifts are bestowed on human beings, and
he himself reconciled the human race to God. Thus priesthood is
maximally fitting to Christ.”**

In his commentary on the Letter to the Hebrews, Thomas sets
out at some length the priestly office of Christ, the divine Word

* SThIII, q. 62, a. 4. An influential example of a theology of the sacraments that is all sign
and no causality is L. M. Chauvet, Symbol and Sacrament: A Sacramental Reinterpretation of
Christian Existence, trans. P. Madigan and M. Beaumont (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical
Press, 1995).

¥ Berger draws into unity Thomist Christology and the Thomist theology of the
sacraments when he writes: “As all the graces Christ earned for us come to us objectively
through his human nature, which remains forever God’s united instrument . . . and as thus
Jesus” human nature is the physical and instrumental cause of the sanctification of mankind,
so these graces are bestowed on us subjectively and in a structured way through the visible
sacraments, which are likewise physical and instrumental causes of sacramental grace. Just as
God took on visible human nature to redeem mankind, he now employs the tangible signs of
the sacraments, in which he inseminates the natural elements with supernatural strength to
convey and communicate the fruit of this redemption to each concrete human being” (Berger,
Thomas Aquinas and the Liturgy, 74). On the need to hold together sign and cause in the
theology of the sacraments, see L. G. Walsh, O. P., “The Divine and the Human in St
Thomas’s Theology of the Sacraments,” in C. J. Pinto de Oliveira, ed., Ordo sapientiae et
amoris: Image et message de saint Thomas d’Aquin (Fribourg: Editions universitaires, 1993),
321-52.

¥ STHII, q. 22, a. 1.
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who assumed the wounded human condition to the extent of the
humiliation of the Cross, thereby becoming “Lord”—that is,
meriting to be exalted to the glory of heaven and installed in his
humanity as our merciful judge and faithful advocate with the
Father.*’ Itis in this context of New-Testament-inspired reflection
that Thomas is moving when in the Summa Theologiae he calls
Christ the “primal agent” in the genus of priesthood. Just as the
sun is not illumined but illuminates, and fire is not warmed but
warms, so Christ is the “fount,” fons, of all priesthood worth the
name.’® Likewise, his supreme priestly act—the sacrifice he
consummated in his passion and death—has an everlasting power
that invigorates all the sacrifices dependent on it while receiving
nothing from them. In other words, the sacrifice of our great high
priest is the source of whatever is valid for salvation in the
sacrificial worship of the Church. In a Thomist perspective, the
entire Liturgy of the Church thus shares in the “liturgy” of Jesus’s
life—the worship he gave the Father through the visible signs
which were the “mysteries,” the chief events, of that life—and the
Church’s worship is effective only by their power.’!

All the mysteries of Christ’s life can be included here because
the Savior’s self-oblation on the tree, the “baptism” (in blood, not
water) of which he said he was “straitened” until it was
“accomplished” (Luke 12:50), made of his whole life the priestly
service of God. All his significant actions and sufferings can be
considered as ordered to the offering on the Cross, the offering
that will transmit for all time the salvation there merited.’?
Though situated in the past, these actions and sufferings of the
incarnate Word, with the Cross as their center, have present
efficacy. The Liturgy draws attention to this in explicit fashion
since its prayers and sacrifices are pleaded on the basis of the

* G. Berceville, O.P., “Le sacerdoce du Christ dans le Commentaire de I’Epitre aux
Hébreux de saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 99 (= Saint Thomas d’Aquin et le
Sacerdoce: Actes du colloque organisé par 'Institut Saint-Thomas-d’Aquin les 5 et 6 juin 1998
& Toulous), 150.

0 ST 1L, q. 22, 2.4.

' Berger, Thomas Aquinas and the Liturgy, 69.

2 In Hebr. X, lect. 1.



ST. THOMAS AND THE SACRAMENTAL LITURGY 587

unique merits his human career and destiny gained him: the goods
we seek from God are sought, as the terse Roman formula has it,
“through Christ our Lord.” Thomas writes epigrammatically:
“the whole cult of the Christian religion is derived from the
priesthood of Christ” (totus ritus christianae religionis derivatur
a sacerdotio Christi),” a statement that must be interpreted in the
light of its fellow in the immediately previous question of the
Summa Theologiae: “Through his Passion he inaugurated the rites
of the Christian religion by ‘offering himself as an oblation and
sacrifice to God.””*

Christ’s priesthood means utter ecclesial fruitfulness in the
sacramental Liturgy. Thomas never—or, if ever, then (in the
words of W. S. Gilbert in H. M. S. Pinafore) hardly ever—speaks
of the sacrifice of Christ without simultaneously thinking of its
actualization in the sacraments and especially the Holy
Eucharist.”” Dom Vagaggini, fulfilling his brief as a Thomist
Benedictine, wrote:

Christian worship is the worship of God instituted by Christ in his mortal life,
chiefly on Golgotha, as Redeemer and Head of the redeemed humanity which
was to be formed into his Church, his body and his spouse, the expression of
himself and the continuation of his work in the world until his glorious return.
It is, therefore, the worship of God in Christ and through Christ: begun by
Christ, continued invisibly by him in us, through us and for our benefit, that is,
in his Church, by means of his Church and for the benefit of his Church, who
simply takes part and associates herself in his worship. The proper excellence of
the divine life on which Christian worship is formally based is, therefore, the
divine life manifested in Christ.*®

It was said more succinctly by Pius XII, “The Liturgy is nothing
more nor less than the exercise of the priestly function of Jesus
Christ,” words which achieved a resonance in both the
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of the Second Vatican Council

S SThIIL q. 63, a. 3.

#STh 1L, q. 62, a. 5, with an internal allusion to Eph 5:2.

* Berceville, “Le sacerdoce du Christ dans le Comimentaire de UEpitre aux Hébreux de
saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 151.

*¢ Vagaggini, Theological Dimensions of the Liturgy, 135.
























































































































































































































































































































