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The middle years of this century marked a partirularly intense time of
crisis and change in European society. During this period (1930-1950), a
broad intellectual and spiritual movement arose within the European
Catholic community, largely in response to the serularism that lay at the
core of the crisis. The movement drew inspiration from earlier theologians
and philosophers such as Mohler, Newman, Gardeil, Rousselot, and
Blonde!, as well as from men of letters like Charles Peguy and Paul Claude!.
The group of academic theologians included in the movement ex
tended into Belgium and Germany, in the work of men like Emile
Mersch, Dom Odo Case!, Romano Guardini, and Karl Adam. But above
all the theological activity during this period centered in France. Led
principally by the Jesuits at Fourviere and the Dominicans at Le Saulchoir,
the French revival included many of the greatest names in twentieth-cen
tury Catholic thought: Henri de Lubac, Jean Danielou, Yves Congar,
Marie-Dominique Chenu, Louis Bouyer, and, in association, Hans Urs
von Balthasar.
It is not true - as subsequent folklore has it - that those theolo
gians represented any sort of self-conscious "school": indeed, the differ
ences among them, for example, between Fourviere and Saulchoir, were
important. At the same time, most of them were united in the double
conviction that theology had to speak to the present situation, and that
the condition for doing so faithfully lay in a recovery of the Church's
past. In other words, they saw clearly that the first step in what later came
to be known as aggiomamento had to be resscmrcement- a rediscovery of the
riches of the whole of the Church's two-thousand-year tradition. Ac
cording to de Lubac, for example, all of his own works as well as the
entire Scmrces chritiennes collection are based on the presupposition that"the
renewal of Christian vitality is linked at least partially to a renewed
exploration of the periods and of the WGrks where the Christian tradition
is expressed with particular intensity."
In sum, for the resscmrcement theologians theology involved a "return
to the sources" of Christian faith, for the purpose of drawing out the

meaning and significance of these sources for the critical questions of
our time. What these theologians sought was a spiritual and intellectual
communion with Christianity in its most vital moments as transmitted
to us in its classic texts, a communion which would nourish, invigorate,
and rejuvenate twentieth-century Catholicism.
The ressourcementmovement bore great fruit in the documents of the
Second Vatican Council and has deeply influenced the work of Pope
John Paul II and Joseph Ratzinger, formerly Prefect of the Sacred
Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, now Pope Benedict XVI.
The present series is rooted in this twentieth-century renewal
of theology, above all as the renewal is carried in the spirit of de
Lubac and von Balthasar. In keeping with that spirit, the series un
derstands ressourcement as revitalization: a return to the sources, for the
purpose of developing a theology that will truly meet the challenges
of our time. Some of the features of the series, then, will be:
•

a return to classical (patristic-mediaeval) sources;

•

a renewed interpretation of St. Thomas;

•

a dialogue with the major movements and thinkers of the twen
tieth century, with particular attention to problems associated
with the Enlightenment, modernity, liberalism.
The series will publish out-of-print or as yet untranslated studies

by earlier authors associated with the ressourcement movement. The
series also plans to publish works by contemporary authors sharing
in the aim and spirit of this earlier movement. This will include
interpretations of de Lubac and von Balthasar and, more generally,
any works in theology, philosophy, history, literature, and the arts
which give renewed expression to an authentic Catholic sensibility.
The editor of the Ressourcement series, David L. Schindler, is
Gagnon Professor of Fundamental Theology at the John Paul II Insti
tute in Washington, D.C., and editor of the North American edition of
C ommunio: International Catholic Review, a federation of journals in thirteen

countries founded in Europe in i972 by Hans Urs von Balthasar, Jean
Danielou, Henri de Lubac, Joseph Ratzinger, and others.
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Preface

T

he human threat to all living things, which is being
spoken of everywhere these days, has given a new

urgency to the theme of creation.
Paradoxically, however, the creation account is notice
ably and nearly completely absent from catechesis, preach
ing, and even theology. The creation narratives go unmen
tioned; it is asking too much to expect anyone to speak of
them. Against the background posed by this situation I set
myself the task, in the early part of 1981, of attempting a
creation catechesis for adults in four Lenten homilies in the
cathedral of Munich, the Liebfrauenkirche. I was unable
then to meet the request of many people to publish the
homilies in book form; I had no time to go through the
transcripts of them that different persons kindly placed at
my disposal. Since then, from the perspective of my new
work, the critical state of the creation theme in the preslX
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ent-day kerygma has become so much more evident that I
now feel pressed to bring out the old manuscripts again and
prepare them for printing. The basic character of the homi
lies has not been changed, and the limits imposed by the
homiletic form have been taken into consideration. I hope
that this little book may be the occasion for others to pursue
this theme better than I have, and for the message of the
God who is Creator to find its appropriate place once more
in the contemporary kerygma.

Feast of Saint Augustine

JosEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER

i985 Rome

Author's Note

F

or the practical abandonment of the doctrine of cre
ation in influential modern theology I would like to

mention here just two significant examples. In J. Feiner and

L. Fischer, eds., Neues Glaubensbuch. Degemeinsame christliche

Glaube (Basil-Zurich, 1973), the theme of creation is hidden
away in a chapter devoted to "History and Cosmos," which
in turn belongs to the fourth part of the book, entitled
"Faith and World." The three previous parts deal with "The
Question of God," "God in Jesus Christ," and "The New
Human Being." One dare not hope for anything more posix
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tive from this arrangement, but the text itself, by A. Dumas
and 0. H. Pesch, goes beyond one's worst fears. The reader
discovers here phrases such as "Concepts like selection and
mutation are intellectually much more honest than that of
creation" (p. 433); '"Creation' as a cosmic plan is an idea
that has seen its day" (ibid.); "The concept of creation is
withal an unreal concept" (p. 435); "Creation means a call
addressed to the human being. Whatever else may be said
about it, even in the Bible, is not the message of creation
itself but rather its partly mythological and apocalyptic
formulation'' (pp. 435-36). Would it be too harsh to say that
the continued use of the term "creation'' against the back
ground of these presuppositions represents a semantic
betrayal?
The same reductionist position, less crassly formulated,
appears in LaJoi des catholiques. Catechisejondamentale (Paris, 1984).
This 736-page work dedicates five full pages to the theme of
creation. These are found in the third part, under the heading
"Humanity according to the Gospel." (The first two parts are
entitled "A Living Faith" and "The Christian Revelation.")
Creation is defined as follows: "Thus, in speaking of God as
Creator, it is affirmed that the first and final meaning of life
is to be found in God himself, most intimately present to our
being" (p. 356). Here, too, the term "creation'' has completely
lost its original meaning. Moreover, in type different from
that which appears in the rest of the text and which is
Xl
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otherwise used for lengthy citations or supplementary texts,
the "current objections to creation'' are presented in four
points, to which the average reader (myself included) can find
no response in the text. He would then have to reinterpret
creation in an existential sense. With such an "existential"
reduction of the creation theme, however, there occurs a huge
(if not a total) loss of the reality of the faith, whose God no
longer has anything to do with matter.

XU
. .

FIRST HOMILY

God the Creator

In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth. The earth was without form and void, and
darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit
of God was moving over the face of the waters. And
God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light.
And God saw that the light was good; and God sep
arated the light from the darkness. God called the light
Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was
evening and there was morning, one day. And God
said, "Let there be a firmament in the midst of the
waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters."
And God made the firmament and separated the wa
ters which were under the firmament from the waters
which were above the firmament. And it was so. And
God called the firmament Heaven. And there was
evening and there was morning, a second day. And
I
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God said, "Let the waters under the heavens be
gathered together into one place, and let the dry land
appear." And it was so. God called the dry land Earth,
and the waters that were gathered together he called
Seas. And God saw that it was good. And God said,
"Let the earth put forth vegetation, plants yielding
seed, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed,
each according to its kind, upon the earth." And it
was so. The earth brought forth vegetation, plants
yielding seed according to their own kinds, and trees
bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to
its kind. And God saw that it was good. And there
was evening and there was morning, a third day. And
God said, "Let there be lights in the firmament of the
heavens to separate the day from the night; and let
them be for signs and for seasons and for days and
years, and let them be lights in the firmament of the
heavens to give light upon the earth." And it was so.
And God made the two great lights, the greater light
to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night;
he made the stars also. And God set them in the
firmament of the heavens to give light upon the earth,
to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate
the light from the darkness. And God saw that it was
good. And there was evening and there was morning,

Genesis l:l-19

a fourth day.
2

Cod the Creator

T

hese words, with which Holy Scripture begins, always
have the effect on me of the solemn tolling of a great

old bell, which stirs the heart from afar with its beauty and
dignity and gives it an inkling of the mystery of eternity.
For many of us, moreover, these words recall the memory
of our first encounter with God's holy book, the Bible,
which was opened for us at this spot. It at once brought us
out of our small child's world, captivated us with its poetry,
and gave us a feeling for the immeasurability of creation
and its Creator.
Yet these words give rise to a certain conflict. They are
beautiful and familiar, but are they also true? Everything
seems to speak against it, for science has long since disposed
of the concepts that we have just now heard - the idea of
a world that is completely comprehensible in terms of space
and time, and the idea that creation was built up piece by
piece over the course of seven days. Instead of this we now
face measurements that transcend all comprehension. Today
we hear of the Big Bang, which happened billions of years
ago and with which the universe began its expansion - an
expansion that continues to occur without interruption. And
it was not in neat succession that the stars were hung and
the green of the fields created; it was rather in complex ways
and over vast periods of time that the earth and the universe
were constructed as we now know them.
Do these words, then, count for anything? In fact a

3
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theologian said not long ago that creation has now become
an unreal concept. If one is to be intellectually honest one
ought to speak no longer of creation but rather of mutation
and selection. Are these words true? Or have they perhaps,
along with the entire Word of God and the whole biblical
tradition, come out of the reveries of the infant age of
human history,

for which we occasionally experience

homesickness but to which we can nevertheless not return,
inasmuch as we cannot live on nostalgia? Is there an answer
to this that we can claim for ourselves in this day and age?

The Difference between Form and Content
in the Creation Narrative
One answer was already worked out some time ago, as the
scientific view of the world was gradually crystallizing;
many of you probably came across it in your religious
instruction. It says that the Bible is not a natural science
textbook, nor does it intend to be such. It is a religious
book, and consequently one cannot obtain information
about the natural sciences from it. One cannot get from it
a scientific explanation of how the world arose; one can
only glean religious experience from it. Anything else is an
image and a way of describing things whose aim is to make
profound realities graspable to human beings. One must
4
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distinguish between the form of portrayal and the content
that is portrayed. The form would have been chosen from
what was understandable at the time - from the images
which surrounded the people who lived then, which they
used in speaking and in thinking, and thanks to which they
were able to understand the greater realities. And only the
reality that shines through these images would be what was
intended and what was truly enduring. Thus Scripture
would not wish to inform us about how the different
species of plant life gradually appeared or how the sun and
the moon and the stars were established. Its purpose ulti
mately would be to say one thing: God created the world.
The world is not, as people used to think then, a chaos of
mutually opposed forces; nor is it the dwelling of demonic
powers from which human beings must protect themselves.
The sun and the moon are not deities that rule over them,
and the sky that stretches over their heads is not full of
mysterious and adversary divinities. Rather, all of this
comes from one power, from God's eternal Reason, which
became - in the Word - the power of creation. All of
this comes from the same Word of God that we meet in
the act of faith. Thus, insofar as human beings realized
that the world came from the Word, they ceased to care
about the gods and demons. In addition, the world was
freed so that reason might lift itself up to God and so that
human beings might approach this God fearlessly. In this
5

