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The friendly word of God 

The D[ei] V[erbum] of the Second Vatican Council speaks in these terms of Revelation: 
“Through this revelation (…), the invisible God (see Col. 1:15, 1 Tim. 1:17) out of the 
abundance of His love speaks to men as friends (see Ex. 33:11; John 15:14-15) and lives 
among them (see Bar. 3:38), so that He may invite and take them into fellowship with Himself” 
(DV 2). The Council text, and the biblical text on which the magisterium is based, describe 
God's revelation in the category of the word, and even more, of friendly dialogue. Having 
decided to reveal himself, God has spoken to men and women and has taken on the human 
language of friendship with a very precise purpose, that of communion of life. (…)  

It is therefore in the Bible itself that the Second Vatican Council recovered the interpersonal, 
existential, dynamic and communicative character of the Revelation-Word of God. As a result, 
it brings a necessary contribution to the rather reductive concept of Revelation, which the 
theology manuals had inherited from the Scholastics: “Following Saint Thomas, they teach 
that speaking means manifesting one's thinking to someone through the medium of signs. The 
accent here is on the unveiling of the thought which is effected through the word and on the 
sharing of knowledge which is thus realized”. But the desire of teaching truths that man cannot 
know by himself does not exhaust the revealing project of God, who is not only a “Master” who 
teaches. 

In revealing himself, God speaks the language of friendship and love: 

- God calls, summons, and challenges men (the appellative function of the word); the
believers who listen, welcome and live the word of God are the “kletoi”, that is, those
called; the community of believers is the “Ekklesia”, the assembly of those called.

- God narrates, interprets man, existence and history and teaches (informative function
of the word). Therefore the Word of God judges, threatens, promises, consoles,
teaches. It exposes the mystery of man; it becomes “self-understanding” since “human
beings live not on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of
Yahweh” (Deut 8:3). In other words, man knows himself and the fullness of his being
and his destiny not through what he himself accomplishes, seeks or obtains through
his experience, but by listening to the Word of God.



 

 

- God expresses Himself, speaks of Himself, reveals Himself to men and women and 
reveals His intimate life to them (the expressive function of the word), in order to invite 
and accept them to communion of life with Him. He does not speak from a distance, 
but by making Himself present: His name is JHWH, that is to say, He who is here, He 
who is present, who is with, who is Emmanuel, God with us. The millennial adventure 
of the Word of God (cf. Hebr 1:1-2) has its goal in a Man who is the Word of God made 
flesh (Jn 1:14a), the Tent in which God dwells (Jn 1:14b) and converse with the human 
family: the Word of God is called Jesus (Yahweh saves). (…) 

We want to emphasize some characteristics that all reading and understanding of the Bible 
must possess in order to be faithful to the dialogical, interpersonal nature of Revelation (...) 

 The Bible cannot be reduced to a mere information function 

If God's Revelation is entirely similar to human language (except in error) and assumes its 
three functions [appellative, informative and expressive] (…) one cannot read the Bible with 
the type of reading that reduces the Holy Book to several thousand propositions that gather 
truths that are imposed only to the intellectual assent. “It is not legitimate to remove all the 
emotional, expressive elements, and what appeals to our response. Sacred Scripture must be 
read as a work of total language, fully functioning, in which God speaks to me” (...). In support 
of this affirmation, L. Alonso Schökel adds as an example two biblical texts, that cannot be 
reducible to the mere function of information as it would mean distorting its message: Hos 
11:1-9 and Rom 7:14-25. 

There is no doubt that in the passage of Hosea, God, speaking in first person, wants to 
proclaim the love of God for His people. But the verses of Hosea put into action the other 
functions of the language, since in them God expresses himself and impresses me. If the 
passage of the prophet leaves the reader cold and indifferent, after having read in it the way 
God affirms his love for Israel, it means that he has not known how to read it. 

When St. Paul in Romans 7 touchingly describes, and in the first person, the inner struggle 
that takes place in the heart of every man, where the fierce struggle between the “city of God” 
and the “city of Satan” is established, that rigorous literary “crescendo” expresses much more 
than the simple truth of a division existing within man. Paul does not intend to merely “inform”, 
when to the almost desperate question: “What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from 
this body doomed to death?” (v. 24), he does not respond with a cold proposition as it could 
be understood from the Latin version of the Vulgate (“The grace of God will deliver me through 
Jesus Christ our Lord”), but with a cry of liberation: “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ 
our Lord!” (Greek text). It is evident to Paul that only the grace of God in Jesus Christ can free 
him; and this is also implicitly affirmed. Paul already has experience of this liberation and 
therefore he thanks God; hence he does not limit himself to enunciate but exclaims, prays, 
cries out, expresses himself and moves us. 

And although not all the pages of the Bible are like this, the important thing is not to approach 
the pages of this Book with the exclusive concern of learning its statements: “What we can do 
in front of a unity of language, is to distinguish its meaning of symbol (representation), 
symptom (expression of interiority), of sign (call to another)” (...). 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/hosea/11
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/hosea/11
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/romans/7


 

 

 Primacy of “listening” 

If Revelation is God's personal word, if the center of Revelation is not an abstract truth or a 
complex of conceptual truths and nothing more, but a Person that speaks to me (us), seeks 
me, calls me and invites me, then the Word of God must be, first of all, heard. Biblical 
spirituality is first and foremost a spirituality of listening to a speaker who is present. Shema 
Israel, Listen Israel (Dt 6:4); “Listen today to the voice of God” (Ps 95:8): The Bible wants a 
People and it wants every believer to listen. “Man’s listening is his response to the revelation 
of the word and therefore substantially represents the way in which religion assumes divine 
revelation” (...). That is why Solomon showed great wisdom when he addressed his prayer to 
God, asking him not for a long life, or the kingdom or death of his enemies, but for “a listening 
heart” (cf. 1 Kgs 3:9-12). Listening is the first attitude of dialogue. Even in God's mysterious 
dialogue with man, it is necessary above all to be an attentive listener: attention not only to 
the message, but to the one who delivers the message. A little like Mary Magdalene, who by 
her attention to the gardener and the way he calls her by her name, managed to discover the 
presence of the Lord, to recognize the Master and to understand his message (Cf. Jn 20:11-
18). 

From: Valerio Mannucci, La Biblia como Palabra de Dios, DDB, Bilbao 1995, pp. 25. 31-32. 
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