CHAPTER ONE
Prologue

In principio erat Verbum, et

1.

apud Deum,
Deus erat Verbum.

Verbum

erat

1.

In the beginning was the

and the Word was
God, and the Word

Word,

et

with

was God,

From

Word was from the beginning of all
and so the Word was not created. 'Was' means eternity;

the origin of time the

existence,

does not designate any particular age but proclaims a prolonged
and indefinite existence. Now, since there is question here of the

it

origin of time, this 'was'

Word

means

eternity.

already was, therefore from

time found the

Word

When

all eternity;

already existing. 'And the

that is to say, in his Father. Firstly,

it

time began, the
the beginning of

Word was in God',

was not a separate existence but

participated in the Fathers divinity. Secondly,

it

also

means that the

substance of the Word was the substance of the Father himself. 'He
was with or in the Father'. His substance, his nature and all his

were all contained
'And the Word was God'.

infinite perfections

in the infinite substance of

his Father.

First,

expresses the great truth: the
is

the evangelist finally

Word who lives that way in

the Father

not a foreign substance which the Father has attracted into

himself, but the

Word was God. From

all eternity,

the

Word

has in

himself the Father's whole nature and very substance. Second,
also

it

is the Word in the Father, but that the
Word according to his whole nature, his whole
and all his perfections. The Word is nothing other than

shows that not only

Father

is

substance

in the

and positive representation of the whole
and divine being of his Father. 'And the Word was God'. He

the substantial image
infinite
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does not

say:

Word was the Father' but 'and the Word was
the Word possesses in himself all his Father's

'and the

God', to show that

divine nature constituting his whole being.

He

is

not the Father,

he has not fatherhood but divinity. Neither does St John say:
'and God was in the Word', for this would mean something
independent of his Father, that the divinity of his Father resides in
him, but he says: 'and the Word was God', which means that the
whole existence and infinite being of the Word is nothing else than
the substantial, eternal and infinite representation of the divinity
of his Father. By these two sentences: 'and the Word was with God',
St John seems to represent the eternal, substantial and infinite
relation of the Father with the Word and of the Word with the
Father. 'And the Word was in God' means: behold the Word in the
Father. 'And the Word was God' means: behold the Father in the
Word. Now from this twofold relationship there
proceeds
substantially, eternally and infinitely the Holy Spirit.
for

2.

Hoc

erat in principio

2.

apud Deum.

He was

in the beginning

with God;

Word

whom

he has already spoken it
means: this is the Word conceived as I have said, who already was
from all eternity in God. If 'this' means: there you have what was
already in God from the beginning, the verse could still be like a
confirmation and special indication of the divine, eternal,
substantial relationship of the two divine Persons, and it would
particularly indicate the essential and substantial principle of the
procession of the Holy Spirit.
If 'this' refers to

3.

the

Omnia per ipsum

facta sunt,

factum
quod factum est.
et sine ipso

of

est nihil

3.

all things

made
and without

were

through him,

him was not anything

made

that

was made.
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In the Creed of Constantinople we say, speaking of the Father:
'maker of heaven and earth', and speaking of the Son we say these
words: 'through whom all things were made'. Creation is attributed

because

to the Father:

all

acts of

power are attributed

to this

adorable Person, because of the infinite power with which the

Son who

Father from

all

as himself.

The incomprehensible

eternity generates a

distinguishes the Father

is

as infinite

and great
is what

eternal generation

from the other two sacred Persons.

It is

omnipotent generation that constitutes the fatherhood, and
thus omnipotence is attributed to the fatherhood.
Although the other two adorable Persons are omnipotent like the
Father, nevertheless the eternal and infinite reality of their
personality is not one of power, but in the Son it is one of light or
wisdom as he conceives in himself all the divinity of his Father. And
in the Holy Spirit, it is love as proceeding from the eternal, infinite
and substantial embrace of the Father with the Son and of the Son
this

with the Father.

From this, it follows that omnipotence is not the attribute of the
Word's personality, nor of the Holy Spirit's, but of the Father alone.
And as the creation of the world is an act of power, we say of the
Father that he is the Creator, and we do not say it of the Word or
the Holy Spirit, because the creation of the world is an image of the
eternal generation of the Son.

The Son

image of the Father, the creature
is

is

is

a substantial and perfect

a finite and imperfect one;

nevertheless to the Father alone that

omnipotence.

When

made through

St John says

we must

about the Word:

'all

it

attribute

things were

him', he attributes cooperation to the

Word

in

creation.

The Holy Spirit cooperated as much as the Word and the Father.
But St John speaks here of cooperation as a personal attribute of
the Word. The reason for this personal attribution is this, that the
Father willed to create in the world his perfect and finite image.
On this creature he spread a ray from his substantial image, which
is the Word. So the whole creature is only a small effusion of a ray
of the infinite perfection of the Word, who is the perfect image of
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the Father. This

moment

is

why

Scripture says in Genesis regarding each

of creation: 'God saw that

it

was good'. That

to say, in

is

creatures the Father beheld the image of his Son, with whom alone

he was completely pleased. This helps us to understand the words
of St John and the Creed, which say that everything was created by
the Word, and yet it is the Father whom we call Creator. We read
similarly in Genesis: Tn the beginning God created heaven and
earth'.

The Hebrew text means 'through

the principle' as well as

the principle or beginning'. According to what

and

we have

said,

'in

both

means the Word, the principle
existing before creation and a principle from which a ray emanated
to cover the void, so to speak, with its being.
The Chaldaic
paraphrase translates 'in the beginning' as 'in wisdom' and it is
especially in this sense that we can clearly explain 'all things were
meanings are

true;

made through

him'.

Power

is

the

first

'principle'

which is why creation is
application and execution the act

creative principle,

attributed to the Father. But in

of power is united with wisdom so as to coordinate its operations
and render them worthy of the divinity. 'And he saw they were very
good.' In that sense everything was done through the Word.
There is another way of explaining these words. The Word is the
infinite expression of the Father's essence and divine life. Hence
it was through the Word that the Father had to produce the
creature, in which his divine will expresses his being and life in a

The being of a creature is a
being and its life is a communion in

finite way.

and

participation in the divine

divine

life.

Just as every

and can only be an
emanation from the divinity, so the source of emanation of every
creature is said to be the Father as regards what it is in itself. It is
creature, in itself

attributed to the

Word

in

its

way of being,

in so far as

it is

the

is

full

expression of the

and life.
'And without him was not anything made that was made By the
preceding phrases the aposde says that everything was done by the
Word: all things, that is, every creature which the Father's power
produced was produced through his Word, as we have just
Father's being

.

'
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explained.

It

would seem

that this latter statement says less than the

former. For, to say that everything has been

Word

1

made through

the

was a positive and direct cooperation

signifies that there

whereas to say that nothing was made without him expresses any
sort of cooperation, even a negative one.
However, we should remember that the words which express
operations in the divinity express an absolute meaning, in contrast

words that express human actions. To say that the Father did
nothing without the Word means that everything was done through
him, since a passive state or an indirect cooperation is impossible in
to

God.

It

follows that the second part of the sentence

confirmation and complement of the

first part.

is

merely a

Moreover,

it is

shown by the conjunction 'and'. By this confirmation or
rather complement added to the first thought, the evangelist shows
the absolute unity of the divine nature and substance of the Father
and the Son.
So the first part of the verse expresses the special attribution of
the Word and the second expresses the perfect and necessary unity
clearly

Of

made (by the Father), nothing was
made without him (the Word) The repetition of the phrase 'which
of essence.

that was

all

.

was made' brings out the unity of the work; the Father's
omnipotence can do nothing without his Word; whatever he has
done he has done with the Word, through their unity of nature.
Here one might ask: Tf everything that was done was done with
the Word, how then account for the existence of evil, of sin? Evil
exists,

therefore

it is

created; nevertheless

it

would be a horrible

blasphemy to suppose that the Father created it, willed it. If evil has
not been created, how can people commit evil, how does it exist on
earth and in eternity?'
All that

God

created

is

good, as the text of Genesis we quoted

above affirmed. From all eternity he thought of all creation, which
through his eternal wisdom is good as a whole and in its details.

And through

this

conceived from

making

wisdom he

all

eternity.

as in the thinking;

it

carried out in time what he

And

creation was as

was good in

itself, it

good

had

in the

was good in

its
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coordination and in the combination of all

When God made

aspects.

its

the rational creature he favoured

it

with a

gift

which was good and excellent, which completed the perfection of
its being. This was the gift of freedom. The abuse of this gift is the
one and only source of the evil introduced into the world. (Since
this first abuse every good thing can be abused.)
The rational
creature, the most perfect of all, received the most perfect gifts. It
was formed in the image and likeness of God, that it might be able
to receive the fullness of his communications. By these it was to live
and subsist by the divine life which the evangelist calls light,
because that life is a luminous reflection of the divinity penetrating

and transfixing the intellectual
and understand God living in it.
This

it

does,

first

of

all,

soul, allowing

in the present

it

to see, conceive

'through a mirror'

life

Cor 13:12) because the human intelligent soul is not disengaged
from matter and is still in a condition of trial. In glory it will be in
a condition of perfection and reality because everything belonging
to human nature will then be spiritualised, and because the
intelligent soul will have attained the final end and purpose which
(1

the Creator intended.

We must keep in mind that the life of God, which is called light in
the rational creature, resides not only in intelligence (or thought)

but in the intelligent creature as a whole;
faculties, vivifying

them

all

it

The

simultaneously.

operates in

all

its

soul resembles God.

As in God there is a Trinity of persons, so in the soul there is a trinity
of faculties. But also as in God there is an absolute unity in nature
so that all the operations are in common, so the soul is one and
indivisible in

its

nature, in such a way that

receive an impression
participation of

all.

It

rational creature this
faculties or exist in

no one of its faculties can

or produce an operation without the
follows that

life,

which

none of them;

when God

is
it

light,

gives his life to the

must enlighten

all

the

cannot vivify without giving the

same degree of life to all.
God desired to form a perfect image of his being. For this purpose
he had to illumine it with his divine life, and so he made it depend
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Hence

continuously on his communications.

1

the intellectual soul

from itself; it possesses only
and move. The soul has
the faculty of sight, feeling, willing. And God communicates light to
the intellect so that it may see, and that light becomes feeling in the
senses and choice in the will. And so, one sole divine operation by
which God communicates his life to the soul, one sole spark of his
immense divine life or light which he casts into it, brings into that
soul a threefold impulse; one single impulse which he gives it
becomes a threefold operation of the soul; or rather, the impulse or
the unique operation of the soul acts as a threefold image of the
divine persons existing in the soul. It is thus that the soul, of itself an
empty vessel by the nature of its creation, has life only through God.
This life or light exists in two ways; the first is the natural life
of the soul, the second is the life of grace. The natural life of the
soul consists in the exercise of its intellectual faculties by the
impressions these faculties receive and by their operations. In it
does not possess

faculties,

we

life in itself

powers, which

consider,

first,

the

God

nor draw

it

desired to

fill

mechanism of the

intellectual

movement;

this is the play of the capacities which have been given to the soul
by the Creator so that they can be affected by any kind of
impression and, following that impression, can be put in motion
by the action of the will. Properly speaking, this play of the
intellectual mechanism is not the (divine) life which is light. It
is the powerful activity given to the soul by the Creator, whose
movement has its principle in the extreme hunger for that life
which the faculties of the soul do not possess in themselves but
seek with avidity. This avid desire has its roots in the impetus
given to it by the Creator towards the object which must

communicate
Second,

life

to

it.

this life consists first in the

impression which

is

made

on the threefold power of the soul by the object which enlivens
it; and second, it consists in the activity of the soul, by which it
uses, appropriates and expresses the object which is impressed
on it.

The elements of

this life

of the soul,

its

whole

intellectual
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mechanism, the faculty of sight, of feeling and of willing, are a
communication of God's way of being; and the activity by which
the soul brings these elements into play to assimilate the object
it perceives is a reflection of divine power.
This twofold
participation in the divine being

inherent in the existence of
it

object which must vivify the intellectual soul

is

annihilating

The

is

and could not be taken away from

rational being

without

it.

not and
cannot be anything other than God alone, for the simple reason
that the soul, since it has not life in its faculties, can find it only
where that life actually is. Now all life exists only in God. Hence
it is from God alone that it must get it. In the whole of nature the
intelligent soul finds this life, because there it finds God; but also
it is God alone it must find in nature in order to draw this life

from

it.

In ipso vita erat, et vita

4.

4.

hominum.

erat lux

In him was
life

was

life,

and

the

the light of men.

God alone has life in himself by essence; all that is outside of God
is essentially dead. This life resides wholly in the Word as well as in
the Father,

and

in the

Holy

Son. But the evangelist

communication

is

Spirit as well as in the

speaking here of

to creatures;

and he

creatures have received, was the

Father

is

in the

Father and the

this life relative to its

says that this

life,

which

Word in its entirety. The life of the

Son and through the Son

it

was communicated

to

creatures.

There are

several kinds of life: the

of animate creatures, the

life

supernatural
life

of

God

life

life

life

of inanimate creatures, the

of intellectual creatures, the

in creatures that are enlivened by grace,

himself,

communicated

to creatures in glory. All these

different kinds of life reside essentially in the

they
all

come

eternity

him was

to creatures. This fullness of

and before

life'.

And

it is

creation.

from him

He

and the

life

Word, and from him
Word from

was in the

himself was essentially

life: 'in

that every creature receives at
8

its

St John's

creation the

The
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life

that

of those

life

is

proper to

1

it.

endowed with

intelligence St John calls light,

whether it be the natural life of intelligence or supernatural life.
That is why he adds that this life of the Word was the light of
creatures in the time of their innocence: 'and the life was the light
of men'. This life consisted in lucidity of mind and rectitude of
heart, together with all the qualities that go with these. When sin
took hold of humans, the life they received from the Word
nevertheless remained in them. Even their intellects still received
natural life, but it was no longer light because sin had spoilt
everything.

Et lux in tenebris lucet,

5.

et

5.

tenebrae earn non

light,

meaning

is

and

the darkness

has not overcome it

to the previous verse, the

different lives

word,

light shines in the

darkness,

comprehenderunt.

According

The

most perfect of

called light. So the evangelist takes

which means

all

the

up the same

light par excellence, essential light,

par excellence, essential divine life; and by this he
This life then came to shine amid the
darkness, to enlighten humans once more and give them back
life

designates the Word.

they once had.

the

life

the

Word

of

Human

beings having lost that

God had communicated

to

them

life

in creation,

which
it was

goodness that the Word
people to
communicate once more in a new creation what he had
in accord with the eternal plan of divine

alone should become incarnate.

He appeared among

communicated to them before and they had unfortunately lost.
This might help us to understand why it was the second divine
Person alone who became incarnate and not another.
So the light shone in the darkness and the darkness did not
comprehend it. It is impossible for light and darkness to dwell
together. As soon as light penetrates, darkness ceases to exist, and
if darkness does exist it means that light has not penetrated there.
So it is also with the darkness of the soul, which here means the
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absence of the light or of divine life. The Word appeared among
human beings filled with darkness, and he appeared as a dazzling
light.
But those who were in darkness and who wanted to
preserve darkness were unable to receive the divine light of the
Word, which can only replace darkness but never dwell with it.
That is why people who were in darkness did not seize, embrace
or
6.

comprehend

this light.

homo missus a Deo,
nomen (erat) Joannes.
Fuit

The name John means

cui

There was a

6.

man sent

from God, whose name
was John.

'mercy'. This

name was given by God

show forth the incomprehensible greatness of God's mercy
people.

The

to

to

eternal light appeared in the midst of darkness in

goodness beyond explaining or understanding. Human
beings living in darkness rejected unrecognised the great light
which was present among them, because they had greater love for
their horrible darkness than for the brilliant light. Love for their
darkness made them unaware of the light. The Father might have
crushed them in his justice and anger; but not at all. Out of
consideration for the extreme plight of these people of darkness,
he sent them John, the man of mercy. As they could not approach
the light because of their darkness, which that divine light never
virtue of a

suffers in

its

presence,

God wanted them

nevertheless to

come

to

know that the light was in their midst, through John's testimony.
John was not the light, but he was sent to make the light known,
and to draw people to it away from darkness. John could be seen
and recognised more easily for what he was by these people of
darkness than the light

itself.

10

St John's

7.

Chapter
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7.
Hie venit in testimonium,
ut testimonium perhiberet
de lumine, ut omnes crederent
per ilium.

1

He came for testimony,
to

bear witness to the

tight,

so that all might

believe

through him.

John's whole vocation, his whole mission, consisted only in this
testimony he had to render to the light. That is why as long as the

remained hidden in Nazareth John also remained hidden in
the desert; he had no business among people. But as soon as the
time drew near, John appeared to smooth the paths and
prepare and dispose the people, so that when the light came
to be manifested John could show him to all of them and say:
'Behold the light; behold the Lamb of God\ And once this
testimony had been given John would become unneeded again by
the world; he would receive his recompense and leave.
So John was only a witness. He was placed between the Old and
New Testaments to show the one whose coming had been foretold
by the prophets, so that those of his people who were in darkness
might see, understand and believe. And just as before John all the
members of the Jewish people had to believe through the prophets,
so when the light came all had to believe only through John. Thus
aposdes who were closest to our Lord began to believe through
John. It was a great and wonderful predestination for John the
light

Baptist that the Jewish people should

through him; he was
the Old to the
8.

Non

erat

like a

come

to the light only

bridge over which people crossed from

New Testament.

ille

lux, sed ut

8.

testimonium perhiberet de
lumine.

He was not
came

to

the light, but

bear witness to

the tight.

had received so great a power to lead
everybody thus by himself to the light, he was not the light. He had
no light in himself of himself; he was in the light, he received it
from the great light which he showed to others. But he himself was
Nevertheless, although he

11
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he had come only to give testimony to the light. He
was only a servant who did not work for himself, but for him who
not the

light;

sent him.

Erat lux vera, quae illuminat

9.

9.

omnem hominem venientem
in

The

true light that

enlightens every

hunc mundum.

coming into

man was

the world.

This light which shone in the midst of darkness, and for which

John's testimony was needed in order that people might recognise
as the true light, the light of the Father, divinity itself

enlightens everyone

—

it

this

who comes into this world. But none received it

without John's testimony, and even with

this testimony,

few received

He (the Word) enlightens all who come into this world. This
means he gives them natural light. In this natural light there is
an admixture of darkness introduced by sin, which darkens the
light to an astonishing degree although some light always remains.
The phrase 'that enlightens' could also mean that he wants to
enlighten, or aims at enlightening, everyone, that he shines light
on everyone but most people refuse it. To divine light they prefer
sin, which is darkness, and in this sense the light signifies grace, the
it.

supernatural light or
10.

In

mundo

life.

erat, et

per ipsum factus

mundus

est,

mundus eum non

10.

He was

in the world,

the world

et

cognovit.

and

was made

through him, yet the

world knew him not.

This manifestation of eternal light was not

Cor

made 'through

a

was not through an
image, a representation, or a ray of divine light, which appeared in
order to shed great brightness, but through light itself, substantially
mirror'

(cf.l

13:12) as for the prophets.

It

present in the world. 'World' here means earth in general. Divine
light

appeared among men to enlighten them, but it is astonishing
which was made by him, which is nothing and has

that this world
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1

nothing that has not been imparted to it by the divine light, this
world nevertheless did not recognise him who made it.
Here 'world' means the people who love the world and the
things that are in the world,

who

and things of the

the earth

satisfaction.

are busy about the world, that

is,

which they find their
recognise the great light which

earth, in

All these failed to

appeared among them.
This always happens to those whose mind

is

busy about the earth

and things of the earth; these things they esteem, their heart loves
them. They will be closed to the light and fail to recognise it. Divine
graces do not penetrate them, or are rejected; they remain in
obscurity, a sort of stupor about everything that comes from the
divine light. St Paul says as much: the worldly person does not
perceive the things of the Spirit of God (cf.l Cor 2:14). The carnal
man means for St Paul what St John calls the world.
11.

In propria venit, et sui

eum non

11.

receperunt.

He came
home,

to his

and

his

people received

The preceding

own
own
him

not.

verse was concerned with understanding; the

blind world did not recognise him, although

it

should have and

had nothing in itself that did not come from him. The
is concerned with the will: the world has not received
him. What frightful ingratitude and injustice! The Word of God
comes to visit his own property
all that we are and all that we have
is his possession; nevertheless the world did not want to receive its
great and sovereign Master to its own undoing. How happy the
world would have been if the sovereign Lord had compelled his
slave to receive him into his own property! But he did not judge it
opportune to compel the world. So the unfortunate world was
deprived of an immense blessing, and that through its malice and
although

it

present verse

—

ill-will.

Lord

come into me; I, too, am your slave and your
do not want to be like the world; I want, I desire ardently,

Jesus,

property.

I

13
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And if I had the misfortune

to receive you.

force me; use your

power and authority

to resist you,

command,

'Come, Lord

as a Master!

Jesus' (Rev 22: 20)!

The words

came to his own' could be understood of the
Jewish people, for they had been chosen from among all the other
'he

peoples to be the people of God. But this unfortunate people, filled
with the spirit of the world, failed to recognise him and refused to
receive him.
12.

Quotquot autem receperunt
eum, dedit eis potestatem
fllios

Dei

fieri, his,

credunt in nomine

12.

But

to all

him,

who

who

received

believed in his

name, he gave power

qui

to

become children of God;

ejus.

Among those to whom the adorable light manifested itself, there
were some who received it. The reception the evangelist speaks of
was the beginning of faith, and such beginnings were manifest in
several Jews. Their intellect became aware of the divine light and
their will was even moved and became inclined toward this divine
light; they believed that he was the Son of God but did not yet
commit themselves to him because of awkward obstacles in their

minds and great weakness
All those
light,

who

received

in their wills.

him

received the power to

that way, being faithful to this

first

become children of God; through

further illumination they were led to have a firm faith that clung
willingly to the adorable light in
to this

second

light,

they

which they believed. Being faithful

became children of God. By

reception of light they were not yet children of

received the power — 'he gave

them the power'—

God

to

all

became children of God.

'To

all

What

is

a wonderful
14

Having

children of

so.

the evangelist declares here, namely, that

children of God,

but only

who believed' means that

who believe have first received the power to become

God, and afterwards actually become

first

become such

children, namely, through fidelity to this second grace.
faith they

the

thing.

By the

first

we become
blessing of
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creation

we owe

to the divine

Word

1

the quality of being servants of

because being a creature always brings with it the
attribute of nothingness and can have a claim to nothing but
servitude. Since by our sin we had abandoned the service of God,
his Father,

then the Word, to repair his original work, came on earth, mingled
among us and became united to our nature. And to all who would
unite themselves to

him through genuine

faith

he gave a share

in

the divine sonship.
13.

Qui non ex sanguinibus,
neque ex voluntate carnis,
neque ex voluntate viri,
sed ex

Deo

13.

who were
blood,

born, not of

nor of the will of

the flesh nor of the
will of man, but of God.

nati sunt.

us know that the seed and
not in ourselves, nor is it by
our own powers that we come to it but by the divine power of
the Word. He comes to live in those who cling to him by faith,
to animate them, vivify them, and communicate to them the
reality of being children of God, for sonship is proper to him.
And we owe it to this life and divine communication alone that
we are children of God. In order to understand this verse
In this verse the evangelist

lets

principle of this divine sonship

correctly

not a

we must

will

is

realise there are three wills in us.

properly so called; we

mean

The

first is

the instincts or animal

These instincts or appetites are found even in beasts,
as principles from which all their actions spring. It is the first
movement of the flesh towards an object. The second will is the
delectation of the senses, which pursue the object towards
which the instincts tend. We might more readily call these
appetites.

'will'. It is

the will of the senses or of the flesh. Finally, the third

the true will of the soul or of reason, which pursues its object
through knowledge of causes. In saying 'by blood', the
evangelist refers to the first will and he says that the life of God
in us which constitutes divine filiation
the birth we have from
God and in God
does not originate in the instincts, for these
is

—

—

15
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have only an animal life. Neither does it originate in the will of
the senses nor of the flesh, for these can have only a life of the
flesh and get satisfaction from creatures alone. It does not even
come from the will of man, that is, from reason, which engages
in intellectual life by its own powers and through examination
of causes, for this is a human life, whereas the life which
produces divine filiation must of necessity be supernatural and
divine.

But what then
the divine

It is

of God'.

It

is

life

the principle which begets us for divine

we obtain through the Word: 'who

life?

are born

follows that every time our soul acts by a natural

may be, its action is not an action of a child
of God, but the more closely it is united with our Lord, subject
to and dependent on his inspiration, the more childlike in the
principle,

good

as

divine sense will

it

it

be.

Et Verbum caro factum

14.

14.

est,

et habitavit in nobis; et

vidimus gloriam

ejus,

gloriam

quasi unigeniti a Patre,

plenum

gratiae et veritatis.

And

Word became
and
dwelt among us,
flesh
full of grace and truth; we
the

have beheld

his glory,

glory as of the only

from

Son

the Father.

we have not seen how the Word or the eternal light of the
Father manifested itself. The evangelist states it here: 'And the Word
became flesh'. Humankind had lost everything by sin and become
strangers to God, even enemies. The Son of God, desiring to reSo

far

work in the most perfect way, even desired to give us
Son of God. It must be noted that this divine childhood
is adoptive, although much stronger than the adoption we find among
establish his first

his status of

people. For this adoption

among people does not change facts; it is
The only reality in our legal
from human law; there is no intrinsic

only a representation of something.

adoption
change.
of

God

is

what

On the

results

contrary, in

a true filiation

is

our supernatural adoption as children
established; there is an efficacious
16
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participation in our Lord's sonship.

How did he

By becoming incarnate. Our nature
had become estranged from his Father. The Son came and united our
poor nature hypostatically to himself, taking a body and soul. This
saindy soul and perfect body, which constituted a complete human
nature, thus united with the Son of God shares most perfectly the
status of Jesus Christ the Son of God. His sacred and adorable
humanity is established at the head of all those whom it draws to itself
and who cling to it by faith. This adherence is still more perfect in
heaven Through it all the members of Christ are united both to the
sacred humanity and the divine Word. Thus united with our Lord
accomplish

this?

.

become

Jesus Christ, they

incarnation causes

all

those

children of God.

who

believe in his

So our Lord by

name

to

his

be born of

God.
This goes to show that we are not children of God by nature, for we

who is the natural and only Son of his
himself by grace. But we also see that there is more

are so only because Jesus Christ,

drew us

Father,

to

here than in ordinary adoption. This St John says in one of his

reality

we might be called sons of God, and that is what we are'
a thing
Not only do we have the name of children of God
( 1 Jn 3: 1 )
which exists in human adoption
but we are truly so by divine grace.
But why did the Word take flesh, become united to it? First in order
letters: 'that

to

—

—

.

overcome

sin in

its

principal dwelling-place by conquering

it

later

By this means he made us masters over our sinful flesh
for, if he had not become incarnate and had only united himself to
the soul, we could not have received those great graces which enable
us to control the flesh. Second, the flesh must also participate in
divine sonship after the Resurrection. Hence it had to be that we
by his

cross.

should become incarnate by an incomprehensible effect of his divine

goodness

to us,

which transcends

all

that the

human mind

can

conceive.

Why

did he,

resurrection?

become

Why

incarnate,

purify our flesh only after the

did he not purify by his divine incarnation the

who

him

—

he had

flesh of those already in this

world

purified their souls? This

a mystery, and assuredly an effect of his

is
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great love for us.

One

reason

and therefore triumph
strengthen our faith
explain
St

it

is

that

he wanted

to leave us to struggle

more frequently and thereby
more and more. But this does not seem to me to
spiritually

adequately.

John

says, 'the

Word became

(was

made)

flesh', to

show the

extraordinary perfection of the union of Word with flesh, the most

and creature. Why
made' (became) since the Word is consubstantial
and co-eternal with the Father, and hence uncreated, and the word
'made' cannot be applied to him? He calls the divine operation
which formed this admirable union 'made' because it is created, since
it was carried out in our Lord's most holy flesh. This expression is
almost synonymous with St Paul's: 'He emptied himself, taking the
form of a slave' (Phil 2:7) A slave: this is said about the human nature
and especially about the flesh, which is the dwelling-place of sin in
humans, and hence is in a state of utter slavery.
There is another reason St John says: 'And the Word was made
flesh': it is to show that the Word made himself visible even to bodily
eyes. And why, having spoken of the Son of God who appeared on
earth under the name of 'light', does the evangelist at the end repeat
'Word'? It is because he had begun to make us see the inconceivable
greatness of the Son of God in his eternal generation under the name
of 'Word'. This is most suitable to express eternal generation and
perfect of

does he

all

say,

possible unions between Creator

'was

.

does so almost

St John then used the term 'light' to express

literally.

the Son of God's manifestation to

human

beings because that

But when he wants
to show the incomprehensible lowliness of the Son of God who
became flesh, the holy Spirit makes him choose once more the term
operation

is

expressed better by the word

'Word', so that he

may

'light'.

bring back our minds to the

God

impenetrable

bosom of his Father in a
and
then plunge them again
manner that can hardly be described,
into the depths of his self-emptying. In this way Stjohn placed the two
extremes side by side, both of which are beyond the understanding of
creatures. This helps us to see God's enormous love for us, who are
so poor, wretched, and unworthy even of his attention.
grandeur of the Son of

living in the
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O Love, incomprehensible love of my God, of my Jesus! How can

my nothingness and
poverty face to face with your adorable love; for, my well-beloved Love,
you are too great for me to think of doing anything for you. At least,
most adorable Love, do with me and in me everything that is in
I

love

you

as

you love me?

I

must remain

in

harmony with your good pleasure: 'Come, Lord Jesus, come and live
your most wretched servant'.
There is still another reason why St John says 'Word'. The
Incarnation and birth of the Son of God are a perfect image of his
eternal generation and of the procession of the Holy Spirit which
results. 'And (he) dwelt among us'. He who fills the heavens and earth
and whose majesty and glory blaze in the whole universe has come to
dwell among humans by means of his union with the flesh. He dwelt
among us, adopting the customs of an ordinary life and submitting to
sin, however, excepted and
all the ordinary weaknesses of the flesh
most of the consequences of sin, such as sicknesses and defects of soul
in

—

and body.
The word 'dwell' means to remain and live in the midst of us, so that
we see him with the very eyes of our bodies as he manifests himself
through his adorable flesh; it can also simply mean 'in us' for the word
of God, having thus dwelt in

human flesh, has also dwelt in us. Indeed
up only one body and our Lord

the whole of humanity makes

head; the

Word

is

our

of God, having dwelt in the head, has also dwelt in

the members. In this way the evangelist appropriates to himself our

Lord's flesh and takes

'We have beheld

it

as his

his glory'.

own.

The

glory of the

expressed in the sacred humanity so
glory of the

Word came through

actions. All his features

in

our Lord's

and everything

the Father', which touched even those

'as

diffused

and

a reflection of the

style

of living and his

in his external

manifested something of the divine in him,

enthused

Word was

that, eternally,

appearance

of the only Son from

who had not

faith

and

his faithful disciples.

We may also

say that the glory seen by the disciples manifested the

power through the miracles and other powerful acts
performed by the Lord, which showed him not so much as God's

Father's
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messenger but as the only Son.

It

could also

mean the glory which the
when the voice from

three disciples saw during the transfiguration,

heaven was heard

Lk 9:35)

.

'Full

to say:

This

my Son', and so on (Mt 17:5; Mk 9:7;

is

of grace and truth'; the divine

the sacred humanity by the grace

and

Word showed himself in

divine beauty which he lavished

on its words and actions. He thus drew to himself the love of
who were pure of heart, like our evangelist.
The beauty and grace that is found in humans, even when

on

it,

those

supernatural and a product of divine grace,

of divine beauty. Nevertheless,

it

only an image or ray
attracts

this grace, this beauty,

Word

divine

in his infinite

was not a figure but the

is

truth.

beauty appeared in him. What must

have been the delight of those who beheld him with

Here

and charms

and grace of the blessed Virgin, who was beyond compare.

But in our Lord

The

strongly

is

calm sentiments of piety and love of God! Such was

hearts, inspiring

the beauty

how

faith!

another meaning. Tull of grace': the whole treasure of

poured out on all the elect from the
beginning to the end of time and for all eternity, was contained in our
Lord's person. The evangelist says 'full' to show that all his mysteries,
divine grace, which was to be

all

his actions, all his interior

the very thought of him
for those

'And
false,

—

who know how

truth'.

Whatever

or at least

is

all

and exterior movements, his outlook,
these exuded, and still produce, graces

to profit
is

by them.

perfect

is

true

and whatever

is

imperfect

is

not true, since everything in us ought to be an image

of God, and everything not an image of God is not the truth. Even if
we express the Father's image in words used to name the perfections
the Son of God has placed in us, these signify only half a truth, an

imperfect truth, a representation, a shadow of the real truth, which

is

God. The Word of God, however, contains God's perfections in
himself in all their truth; we find not a figure or image but the
in

substantial truth. This

entire

and

is

substantial

why John

says: 'full of... truth'. It is

representation of

all

the

full,

the Father's divine

perfections.

He

continues: 'he dwelt

among

us... full

means he dwelt among us manifesting
20
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grace and truth
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he showed us what these
out on us,

if

we believe

gifts

were

like.

1

He always wants to pour them

We might also explain the word 'truth'

in him.

with reference to the law of Moses, which held until the Messiah came.

That was not a law of grace;

it

was a dreadful

intended to crush

law,

and did not give grace. Neither did it express the truth except
as an image of the Word who was to become incarnate and give us a
law of grace. When the Word came upon earth he came full of grace,
as the law foretold, and full of truth, no longer in figure but in reality.
This latter explanation makes best sense of the text.
sinners

15.

Joannes testimonium
perhibet de ipso, et clamat
dicens: Hie erat, quern
dixi:

Qui post me venturus

ante

me

me

15.

cried': this

that the evangelist thought

to

before me.

'

")

He was faithful to God and zealously

testimony was so continuous and striking

he was

still

hearing John at least sixty years

hear the zealous precursor actually

He

seems
crying out. (Fr Libermann's

does not say 'he bore' but 'he bears witness'.

comment is on

me

mission for the sole purpose of giving

testimony to the Incarnate Word.

He

after

ranks before me, for he

was

obeyed him. 'He

to

"This was

cried

who comes

est,

factus est: prior

his

and

he of whom I said, 'He

erat

John received

later.

(John bore witness
him,

still

the Latin text which gives the present tense: 'he bears

witness'. Tr)

We could also say that John's witness continues to exist and that John
the Baptist cries out to

all

peoples through the voice of the aposdes

who reported his words. He
preaching of the Gospel.

why he says: 'He was

cries

If we

out to

all

peoples of the earth by the

accept this meaning, we can understand

me) and not 'is'. In the first sense, we can
say that he was speaking of our Lord after our Lord had left him to go
and preach himself. St John the Baptist reminded the people of the
previous testimony he had given before his Master's manifestation, and
he says: 'This is he of whom I said; "After me comes a man who ranks
before me, for he was before me"' (Jn 1:31). The word 'made (flesh)
(before

'

',
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used here would be wrong and would mean to have existence,
referring to the divine nature of the Word.
if

The

text can

be explained

another way: 'He who, according to

in

must come after me and fulfil the things I am
him
he, according to the same designs and divine
intentions, was made before me'. (This does not mean that the sacred
God's designs and

saying about

will,

—

humanity of our Lord had been created before St John, because St
John was conceived six months before the Word became flesh so that

John could be the

precursor.

From all

the creation of the adorable humanity, to

we have the

had decreed
unite it with his Word. There

eternity the Father

—

firstborn of every creature,

the rest

all

the Father's designs: T, John, have also entered from
the Father's plans, but in a subordinate way
his well-beloved Son, in

Father conceived from

is

secondary in

all

eternity into

and only for the

service of

order to proclaim him'. In other words the

all

humanity

eternity the creation of the sacred

of his Son in a primordial and primary way, and he conceived from
eternity the creation ofJohn in a secondary way. This was so 'for

all

he was

before me', because he could conceive primordially only his well-

beloved Son.
It is

'He

also possible to say

who comes

after

— and

me, that

this

is

more

in accord with the text:

man whom you will soon

before me, for although in himself he was
nevertheless he has a

life

which

is

no longer

his

see,

was made

made before me,
own but that of the

Word, which existed before me because it has been for all eternity'.
The humanity is hypostatically united to the Word, and his human will
received lovingly and follows with docility all the impulses of the Word,
which

to

16.

it is

perfecdy united.

Et de plenitudine ejus nos

omnes accepimus,

16.

et

And from his fullness
all received,

gratiam pro gratia.

grace

have

we

upon

grace.

And all of us who lived under the Old Law and acquired merit before
from his fullness we received. For, even under the Old Law,
that was good and all salvation came from grace, which the fullness

God,
all

it is
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ofjesus Christ poured out before the Incarnation, but more especially

on those who have lived since. This is in keeping with what St Paul says,
that our ancestors acquired their merits through faith and not by the
works of the law. The Incarnate Word must have great graces to

who live in his law of truth but even to those
Old Law which foreshadowed it.

distribute not only to those

who

lived

under the

Being faithful

which

is

to this first grace

not very substantial

— that

shall obtain a greater grace, namely, that
is

unfaithful to the grace that

truly receive
it

it,

is if

— through
is

in reality refuses

offered,
it.

we

receive this

of the

says: 'for truly

granted to

us,

and

receiving the

that

is

who would

But the one who

first

grace

we

new law. He or she who
despise
is

with gratitude by the very fact of being faithful to

John

first

grace received

this first

it

and not

faithful receives

it.

This

is

why

St

grace, the second grace will be

the law of grace'.

The merit of our actions comes from grace not from

ourselves. If we

are faithful to that grace in us which already contains the merits of his

Son applied

to us,

we

will receive

our reward. The whole reward

further gift of our Lord's merits which

redoubling of grace, which
the gift of further grace
17.

is

— and so 'grace upon

Jesum Christum

fidelity, is

grace'.

17. For the law

gratia et Veritas per

a

receive for our fidelity, the

granted to us because of our

Quia lex per Moysen data
est,

we

is

was given

through Moses; grace

and

facta est.

truth

came through

Jesus Christ

But why have we received all from Jesus Christ? Because the law,
which of itself is empty and only a figure, was given to us such as it
was by Moses. For it is not God himself who gave the law; God gave
it to Moses and Moses gave it to the people. Now Moses could only
give what he had received, namely, purely and simply the law. In
Moses there were no graces to add to it. Hence Moses gave only the
law, that is, he could only give orders to the people on the part of
God: 'You will do this; you will avoid that', and then he exhorted
them to observe his commands but was unable to help them.
23

Prologue

Great

is

the difference between the term 'given' which refers to

and the term 'made' which proclaims power. That
was given by a man who had only received orders,
whereas grace and truth were by Jesus Christ. Hence the strength
to observe the law and be faithful to God could only come from
him. He speaks of grace and truth: both grace for the time of the
powerlessness,

law, then,

law which pre-figures (the

New Alliance),

so as to

truth, which is the second grace, was the reward for
remained faithful (to the law).

He says:

'was made', (referring to the grace of the

because God's graces and

faithful,

New Alliance)
and

are created objects

their

Word by the same term as was used
made by him'. It is by Jesus Christ' he says,
that grace was made and not only by the Word; for all graces come

creation here

above,
'

gifts

and
those who had

be

'all

is

attributed to the

things were

'

' ,

from the Word's union with the sacred humanity.
He says 'was made' in the singular, because grace and truth are
the same thing. It is grace by the fact that it embellishes the soul to
make it acceptable to God; it is truth inasmuch as it establishes the
soul fully in the divine perfections and on that account establishes
it

is

We

in the truth.

gratuitously

given to

hence

it is

the old law

could also say

it is

grace in so far as

and by pure goodness and mercy.

fulfil

the divine promises

made

a manifestation of God's truth
is

called a law of promise,

It is

it is

given

truth because

it

Old Testament;
and veracity. That is why
in the

and the new law a law of truth.

can be called truth in so far as it is given to each individual
(although no promise was made to an individual that he or she

It

would receive

this

or that grace) because
,

Father's eternal predestination,

it is

the fulfilment of the

who determines from

all

eternity

the graces to be given in time to each person.

Thus the Lord

Jesus Christ carries out, in the appointed time,
eternal determination of his Father.

this
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Deum nemo vidit unquam:
unigenitus

Filius,

18.

No

one has ever seen

God; the only Son, who

qui est in

1

is

in the bosom of the Father,

sinu Patris, ipse enarravit.

he has

made him

known.

Another great difference between the letters and figures of the
law of Moses and the grace and truth of the law of grace lies in the
knowledge of God; yet in this is eternal life: 'that they know thee,
the only true God' (Jn 17:3), and this is the source and principle of
all truth. Moses could do no more than give an idea of God in
figure; he could offer an imperfect picture, such that those who saw
it understood what they could. This was because Moses could not
teach what he had not seen himself except 'in a mirror' (1 Cor
13:12) and in figure; on the other hand, the Son of God, who is in
his Father's bosom, and who possesses his Father's essence and sees
him essentially, could tell us the reality, and he recounted for us,
his face fully visible, what we were capable of learning. One could
say that Moses did not give grace and truth because he had not got
it. He could not have had it, and thus could not give it, until he saw
God 'as he is' (1 Jn 3:2). This vision alone gives possession of God.
The only knowledge Moses and the prophets had of God was
what the only Son of God, who is in the Father's bosom from all
eternity, had given them. Thus all that is of substance and truth in
the law and the prophets comes from the Word. Consequently the
Word alone is the author of grace and truth. As these graces and
this information were accorded to Moses and the prophets only
through the virtue and merits of the Incarnate Word, it follows that
Jesus Christ alone is the source of every grace and truth given to the
saints. He does not give this truth, grace and knowledge as Moses
did, only in written words. He engraves them on their souls and
enlightens them from within.
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The Witness ofJohn
Et hoc est testimonium

19.

Joannis,

19.

quando miserunt

And

this is the testimony

ofJohn, when the Jews

Judaei ab Jerosolymis

sent priests

sacerdotes et levitas ad

from Jerusalem

eum, u t in terrogarent eum:

Tu

"Who

and

are you ?

Levites

to
"

ask him,

quis es?

Before our Lord appeared John was preaching in the desert and
carrying out his office of precursor, to prepare the people for

conversion.

When

the Jews saw such a novel spectacle which they had

never seen before even in their former prophets, they suspected

could well be the Messiah. They sent people

who knew

were capable ofjudging these matters. These were

come

to find

asked him

if

out who

est,

et

non

20.

negavit; et confessus est:

quia

A

non sum ego

noteworthy point

himself.

To

all

as the question
is

to fix all
is

confessed, he did not

not the Christ.

no

am

"

desire to talk about

he was afraid of drawing attention

minds on him

for

whom he was sent.

about our Lord he becomes eloquent.

to himself

But as soon

And

everything

always self-effacing, so as to engage others in this principal

subject, to

show

him, there

will

is

Levites

seems they

It

his reply.

that the precursor has

is

and

the questions about himself he answers in monosyllables or

when he wished
says

He

'

and

deny, but confessed, "I

Christus.

in the fewest possible words;

he

'Who are you?

he was the Messiah, judging by

Et confessus

20.

this individual was:

the law

priests

this

that

he

is

only a way to lead to our Lord. Having reached

be no further thought of the way or means of arriving.

a model for priests,

who ought not draw
26
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affection of people to themselves, but should always lead

all

1

minds and

hearts directly towards the object of all love.

We

can also note in

his answers that

he

left

himself completely out of

account and was in no way seeking esteem; there was no beating around
the bush,

no

detour.

not but does not

He is asked,

tell

and then worries not

He confesses he

are you the Messiah?

them who he
in the least

actually

is.

He

about what people

think of

will

afterwards because his spirit was wholly absorbed in his Master.
is not I who am the Christ'. He wanted
himself and make them ask: 'Who then is

21.

Et interrogaverunt eum:

Quid ergo?
Et

dixit:

Non

the Christ

And

sum. Propheta

Non.

?

him

He says:

'It

minds away from

Where

is

he?

they asked him,

"What

Elias es tu?

es tu? Et respondit:

to turn their

21.

is

replies to the question

then.

Elijah?"

Are you

He

said: '7

am

not". "Are you the

prophet?" And he

answered , "No ".

But those who were sent did not share John's sentiments of humility and
love for the incarnate
to find

out for certain

Word. They continued

who he

opinion they had of John.

their questioning,

was. Their approach

They thought

wanting

showed what a high

that at least

he was

Elijah

returned to earth to announce the Messiah. John's humility replied 'No!'

although he could have said

'Yes', in

the sense of the prophets

announced him under that name, as having the

spirit

who had

and power of Elijah.

Neither did he want them to think of him as being a prophet. So he replied

by a simple 'No', so that those to

whom he was speaking could and should

believe that he was less than a prophet, although in fact

he was the greatest

of all the prophets, greater even than Elijah (cf Lk 7:26).

He was

telling the truth;

he was not a prophet,

announce the Messiah from
Spirit of prophecy.

afar.

But John was

to

for the prophets

had

to

That was the proper character of the

announce he was at hand, pointing him

out with his finger. His was a unique mission, which he did not share with

and he alone would enjoy the eternal glory of this in heaven.
John seemed to hope that by his short answers he would finally prevent
anyone

else,

27
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them from putting personal questions and would
the Messiah, his great objective. But not at

22.

Dixerunt ergo
ut responsum

ei:

Quis

demus

miserunt nos? Quid

all.

22. They said

es,

to

him

then:

"Who are you f Let us have
an answer for those who

qui

his,

dicis

direct their attention to

de

teipso?

sent us.

What do you

say

about yourself?"

The messengers wanted something positive to bring back as an answer,
and the more John's humility prompted him to turn their attention from
himself the more they pressed for an answer, and he finally felt obliged to
give one. This

humility.
to

But he

make them

23. Ait:

he did
still

once again manifesting

in a few words,

his great

directed their attention to his divine Master in order

ask a question about the Messiah.

Ego vox clamantis

in

23.

He said,

"I

am

the voice

deserto: Dirigite viam

of one crying in the

Domini,

wilderness,

sicut dixit Isaias

propheta.

the

'Make straight

way of the Lord, as
'

the

prophet Isaiah said.

Finally St John said his whole mission consisted in crying in the

and exhorting the people to prepare themselves for the
Lord's coming. Throughout his ministry he was only God's voice.
He thus showed that, fundamentally, he was nothing. He showed
also that he had no power over souls and that all he could do was
that is, he could tell them to
repeat these words: 'Make straight.
desert

.

.

'

prepare themselves without giving any assistance in that
preparation. By these words, even more than by the first answers
he gave, St John became self-effacing before the divine Master,
It would seem that these
focussing all attention on him.
messengers of the Jews should finally have asked some questions
about the great object of their expectation. But the evangelist in
the following verse

makes a

reflection that explains
28
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obstinately persisted in asking questions about John himself.
24.

Et qui missi fuerant,

24.

erant ex Pharisaeis.

Now

they

from

the Pharisees.

had been

sent

Those who had been sent to John were from the Pharisees. The
formed a sort of religious body among the Jews. They
professed great rigorism in observance of the law, and they led a
life that was withdrawn and more perfect according to the law than
that of others. They differed from ordinary Jews. This sort of life
won the esteem and veneration of the people. This veneration
gready flattered their pride, and they jealously wanted to be the
only ones to have it; they took offence at anyone who happened to
challenge them. This is why so many questions were asked of St
John about what he was, especially the question in the following
verse. St John was following a mode of life which was more
extraordinary than theirs; he gave very evident proofs of holiness
Pharisees

greater than theirs. Large crowds of people flocked to him,

all

eyes

were on him, and they were afraid that gradually he would be
esteemed more than they. This was the secret reason for putting
so many questions and for not being really interested in learning
about the Messiah.
25.

Et interrogaverunt eum,
et dixerunt

baptizas,

neque

si

25. They asked him,

Quid ergo
non es Christus,

you are neither the

neque Propheta?

nor Elijah, nor the

why

ei:

tu

Elias,

"Then

are you baptizing, if
Christ,

prophet?"

John's baptism was an extraordinary ministry;

people and led them to penance, and
authority. It was this that offended the

draw everything
provided in the
baptize, since

to themselves.

law, they

this

it

gready moved

gave St John great

poor Pharisees, who wanted

And

to

since this baptism was not

asked John whence he got the authority to

he was not the Messiah, nor
29
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nor the prophet,
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and what power there was
26.

Respondit

in his baptism,

eis Joannes, dicens:

nescitis.

Ipse

us

me venturme factus est:

qui post

est,

est,

qui ante

cujus ego

non sum dignus

authority?

26. John answered them,

Ego baptizo in aqua: medius
autem vestrum stetit, quern vos

27.

done without

"I baptize with water;

but

among you stands one
whom you do not know,
27. even he

who comes

after

me, the thong of whose

sandal I am not worthy

ut

solvam ejus corrigiam

to untie.

calceamenti.
28.

Haec

in

Bethania facta sunt

28. This took place in

trans Jordanem, ubi erat

Bethany, beyond the

Joannes baptizans.

Jordan, where John was
baptizing.

'My baptism is but a baptism of water. Why do you ask
so many questions about my baptism? This baptism has no spiritual
power of itself, nor do I give it any power coming from myself. But
there is someone who is in your midst, whom you fail to know; all your
attention should be fixed on him'. We may presume that he added
here what the other evangelists say, and what the present evangelist
presupposes later on, namely: 'He will baptize you in the Holy Spirit'
(Mk 1:8; Lk 3:16) For by all these words St John wants to show that
St John said:

.

his

baptism

Messiah,

is

who

nothing and that he
will

appear

at

any

is

only preparing the way for the

moment and

give

what John's

baptism merely prefigured.

So John said: 'You come here into the desert to question me
about all this, but the One for whom I have come is in your midst
and you fail to know him. It is he who will come after me, the great
personage to serve whom I was made. I have come only to be his
forerunner, but I am not worthy to loosen the strap of his sandals,
so great is he and so little am I beside him. Concern yourselves with
30
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him and not with me'.
It is

also possible to explain 'to loosen' (RSV: untie) this way:

ministry

is

a very small

tiling, for it is

way for him. And once he comes my

'My

only a matter of preparing the
services are finished.

I

am not

worthy to serve him in the apostolate'. The expression 'to loosen
(untie) the strings of his sandal' means: to ease things for him in his
apostolic course, as the lowliest servant does for his master when the
latter

comes from a journey — he opens

29. The next day he

29. Altera die vidit Joannes

Jesum venientem ad

his shoes to let

him

relax.

saw

Jesus coming toward

se, et

Ecce agnus Dei, ecce
qui tollit peccatum mundi.

him,

ait:

the

and

said: "Behold

Lamb of

takes

away

God, who

the sin of the

world!"

Up

to this point the evangelist has reported John's testimony

our Lord had left him, as also before he came. Now he will
speak about the testimony John gave in his presence. When Jesus
came towards St John, as soon as the precursor saw him from afar,
the indwelling Spirit of God let him recognise him whom he had
desired for so long and whom he had announced with so much
vigour and respect. Stirred by tender love at seeing so much grace,
such gendeness and such great innocence combined in his sacred
person, he said: 'Behold the Lamb of God who bears the sin of the
after

He

him 'Lamb'
gendeness and proclaim him

world'.

calls

because he

is

to call attention to his
as a victim.

innocence and

He calls him 'Lamb of God'

an innocent victim pleasing

to his Father, entirely

devoted to him, coming from him and wholly belonging to him; he
also wants to point out that the entire divinity

therefore he

is

is

in

him and

that

a divine victim.

'Who takes away the sin of the world': this adorable Lamb is pure
and holy; he is a victim only of the sin of the world which he bears
on himself and which he removes and takes away by his sacrifice.
Although John did not know that our Lord had to be baptised by him,
31
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nevertheless he was inspired to say these things so that people would
see that if the divine Messiah received the baptism of penance,

not because he was a sinner; he had no need of baptism.

baptism only because he had taken

all

He

the sins of the world

himself; and, having to take

them

Lamb

receive this baptism so as to give

come himself and

to

and grace
say,

for repentance.

It

away,

it

it

was

desired

on

was necessary for the divine
it

power

was also in order that he might, so to

consecrate the element which would serve later on in the baptism

would remit sins. He says 'the sin of the world', to
designate original sin, of which all other sins are but the effects, and
in which, therefore, all these other sins are contained and are taken
away by the divine Lamb.

which

30.

ipso facto

Hie

est,

de quo

Post

30. This

me
quia prior me

me venit vir,
factus est,

dixi:

qui ante

he of whom I

said, 'After

me comes a

man who ranks
me, for he

erat.

me.

31.

is

Et ego nesciebam eum; sed

was

before

before

'

31. / myself did not

know him;

ut manifestetur in Israel,

but for this I came

propterea veni ego in aqua

baptizing with water, that

baptizans.

he might be revealed to
Israel.

John the

Baptist constantly repeats

And

"

the

same thing

to

about
way that would
fill the whole world with love, he added these words to inspire
due respect and veneration for the Son of God. He came
himself to baptize in water only in order to manifest the Son of
God in Israel, because it was by this means that the people had
begun to dispose themselves through repentance. This would
emphasise the Messiah's greatness.

him

after speaking

as a victim offered to the Father's glory in a

be a disposition required in order

to receive the grace of faith

and regeneration. Once the penitential spirit was spread among
32
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people, the divine Messiah could
into souls. Moreover,

it

come and

1

find an entrance

was on the occasion of his baptism that

Jesus revealed himself. And so John explains that his own
mission consisted in preparing people by baptism for the
Messiah's coming: 'for this I came'. He says he himself did not

means the Messiah was completely unknown
and John baptised for the sake of showing his

know him;
then,

it

until

true

identity.

He

could also say he wanted to show how by the Spirit of God
he recognised Jesus at his approach; the divine character of the
Lamb of God and the Incarnate Word manifested itself to him
initially at that moment. What a rapture of love that outstanding
man John the Baptist must have experienced at this happiest

moment of his life!
another more profound and spiritual explanation: 'I
in the
myself did not know him'. This knowledge of our Lord
sense so often used in Scripture
means an interior and
spiritual knowledge. When our soul is wholly turned to our Lord
and is in intimate relation with him, as it sees and considers in
contemplation his whole person, his perfections and mysteries,
and when it is in contact with him in this intimacy then Jesus also
opens himself to such a faithful soul; he receives it in his embrace

There

is

—

—

and communicates himself intimately to it.
In the Old Testament, before our Lord came, this knowledge
and contact were very imperfect and unclear. All that was
granted to the greatest among the patriarchs and prophets was

And in place of
New Testament times by

a distant view, only a foreshadowing.
satisfaction

produced

in a soul of

the
the

Lamb, the great patriarchs and prophets
had hopes, desires and sighs. This is what the divine Master says
later on: 'Abraham exulted that he might see my day; he saw it
and rejoiced' (Jn 8:56).
Those sighs and longings constantly multiplied as the time
approached. To get an idea of this, consider the longings of the
great precursor before he was given the supreme joy of actually
possession of the divine

33

The Witness ofJohn
seeing the divine Messiah. Before our Lord was manifested, St
like the earlier patriarchs. Although he was closer to

John was

had been sanctified by him in his mother's
womb, he still saw only from a distance. His obscure knowledge
and imperfect contact were produced only by his hope-filled
desire. This he expresses in love: 'I did not know him, for my
baptism did not receive the graces of sanctification from his
hands but the gift of preparing people for his grace. I was
the Messiah, since he

working for Jesus, but about his appearance I was ignorant like
the others; but now I see him with love: "Behold the Lamb of
God".' As soon as our Lord appeared, St John immediately
received that contact, those lights, those embraces proper to the
New Testament. This was the cause of his delight: he felt, he saw,
he knew, he enjoyed in a way proper to an order unheard of
before that time.

For St John, in virtue of his

office as the precursor, received

the grace of both testaments in a high degree of perfection. At

he had the grace of the New Testament at the moment of
our Lord; for all the contacts and external
actions of our Lord brought with them interior graces analogous

least

his contact with

external appearance, interior
to them: corresponding to
knowledge and so on. Only people in bad dispositions failed to
profit by these graces, becoming blinder and more wicked.
Until now we have St John's testimony before our Lord's

baptism; in the following verses

we

shall

have his testimony after

the baptism.
32.

Et testimonium perhibuit

32.

Joannes, dicens: Quia
vidi

saw

columbam de

caelo, et mansit super

bore witness, "I

the Spirit descend as

dove from heaven, and

Spiritum descenden-

tern quasi

And John

remained on him.

eum.

34

it

a

'
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ego nesciebam eum: sed

qui

misit me baptizare

aqua,

ille

mihi

dixit:

33. I myself did not

Super

to baptize

quern videris Spiritum descendentem, et manentem super

eum, hie

to

me,

vidi: et

'He on

whom you

descend

and remain, this is he
who baptizes with the

est qui baptizat in

Holy

ego

me

with water said

see the Spirit

Spiritu Sane to.

34. Et

know

him; but he who sent

in

1

testimonium

34.

Spirit.

And I have seen and

perhibui quia hie est Filius

have borne witness that

Dei.

this is the

Son of God.

"

These verses contain John's testimony immediately after the
baptism. After our Lord's baptism the Holy Spirit came down upon
him in the form of a dove. Not that the sacred humanity received
a greater abundance of the Holy Spirit than it had before but the
event was to show St John what existed in the Son of man from the
first moment of the Incarnation. This is what the visible descent
and presence of the divine Spirit meant. It served also to show the
effects of the baptism to be instituted by the Son of God of which
John's baptism was only a figure. The form of a dove signifies a
pure chaste love, innocence, simplicity and mildness, which are its
necessary effects.

and our Lord
increased his contacts with St John, in that proportion John must
have received clearer graces and lights and must have had deeper
experiences. The Son of God must have affected John deeply at the
moment of the intimate wonderful contact during the baptism he
received at John's hands. What he actually saw became evident in
the vision of the dove. These manifestations (of Jesus' divine
origin) must have been efficacious, surpassing all that John had
received until then. As these contacts and graces increased St John
entered into a steadily greater love and must have been filled with
an ever greater wonder at what he saw. This is why he repeats T
As the divine promises were being

35

fulfilled

.
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know him'. The greater the knowledge he acquired
the more he came to realise his former lack of knowledge. He knew
for a long time about the Son of man coming upon earth and his
myself did not

seems the idea of hypostatic union, (of
divine with human nature), was new to John, or at best vaguely
perceived. All he had of this was an obscure perception, a certain
glimmer of light.
When God let him know that his Son would come and baptise in
the Holy Spirit, and when he promised he would letjohn recognise
him by the sign of a dove which would descend upon him and
remain on him, the saint then saw clearly that the sacred humanity
would be intimately related to the divinity. The Holy Spirit would
rest upon him, and he would possess all power to dispose of his

union with the

flesh. It

gifts.

was another story when the event actually came to pass.
Then our Lord became more open with him, established contact
between his own soul and John's, made him grasp, feel, relish the
union of the sacred humanity with the Word and his relations with
the Holy Spirit, and according to John's capacity for it gave him a

But

it

share in his grace.

come

to

Spirit'.

also let

to people:

'He

him

it is

see

— ed.)

ego

We must

vidi.

34.

.

go somewhat beyond the

what grace he had
the Holy
sentence was never

who baptizes in

The baptism of the Holy Spirit is... (this

completed
34. Et

Our Lord

communicate

literal

And I have seen.

.

sense of these words in

setting: the Son of God dealing with the
among the children of men. John was called to give
testimony and make everybody believe in the greatness of the Son of
God's mission. 'And I have seen': the Son of God let him see. When
this

most extraordinary

greatest

we want

to

have important witnesses for some serious thing of

consequence, we must
give testimony.

let

them

see everything to which they have to

Hence we can justifiably conclude

pondered the great

treasures enfolded in our

36
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also that

he penetrated into

1

his divine interior life to consider the

wonderful union of the Word with the Son of man, of the Son of God
with the Son of David. This is why he says admiringly: 'I have seen

him and

I

have given testimony that he

is

the Son of God'.

He knew

through revelation; that is certain but he had not seen
that he has seen him, his testimony has a totally different

this already

him.

Now
And what

power.

which appears

did he see?

to the eye,

He

and he

saw the Son of

testified that

All this took place immediately after
says:

'I

have given testimony'.

present, as

is

often

done

He

it

is

in that flesh

the Son of God.

our Lord's baptism. St John

uses the past

tense for the

in Scripture.

Another explanation: the word 'testimony'
ordinary meaning

he

God

has in our

human

in St John has

not the

affairs in strict usage.

What

means in the present text is a strong, lively affirmation, one that is
of faith and love regarding a known truth.
This kind of
testimony can be given in our hearts and to ourselves, or in the
presence of God by acts of faith and charity, or in the presence of
others by exhorting them to believe the things we proclaim and cling
to them with like sentiments of faith and love. Here the words T
have given testimony' can refer to the time when St John had the
happiness of seeing the things he had been wondering about. He
then gave glory to God by acts of loving faith in the Son of God. It is
a testimony like St Thomas's, who said: 'My Lord and my God' (Jn
20:28) or like Nathaniel's: 'You are the Son of God, you are the King
it

full

of Israel' (Jn 1:49).

The First Disciples
35. Altera die, iterum stabat

35. The next day again John

Joannes, et ex discipulis

was standing with two of

ejus duo.

his disciples;

37

The
36.

First Disciples

Et respiciens Jesum

ambulantem,

Agnus

dixit:

36.

Ecce

and he

looked at Jesus as

he walked,

Dei.

and

said,

Lamb of

"Behold, the

God!"

Having prepared the people for our Lord's coming, and having
given testimony to him for whom he had been sent, John now had
to decrease litde by litde and disappear, so that everybody might
concentrate on our Lord. This is why he was the first to furnish
disciples for him; St Andrew, and the other who could well have
been St John the Evangelist who, through modesty, does not name
himself.

As our Lord was walking
precursor's eyes followed

in

the neighbourhood, the holy

him with contentment and

said in front of his disciples: 'Behold the

them with

love.

Lamb of God',

And he

desiring to

and encourage
them to follow the divine Lamb. And indeed he succeeded
perfecdy in inspiring them with this desire.
inspire

37.

Et audierunt
discipuli

the love which filled himself

eum duo

37. The two disciples heard him

loquentem, et

say

secuti sunt Jesum.

this,

and

they

followed Jesus.

For immediately they followed Jesus. This shows the good
disposition of these disciples,

the Son of God.

It also

who

greatly desired to

mind. These attitudes disposed them perfectly

and all the

activity

come

closer to

shows great simplicity of heart and docility of
to receive the faith

of grace our Lord was carrying out in them.

these three qualities are lacking

we

establishing itself in perfect faith.
his holy familiarity, for

Then our Lord cannot

he constandy finds obstacles

grace.

38

When

rarely see a soul progressing

in the

and

establish

way of his

St John's

38.
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and saw
them following, and said

Conversus au tern Jesus, et
videns eos sequentes

38. Jesus turned,

se,

Quid quaeritis?
Qui dixerunt ei: Rabbi (quod

seek?" And they said to

dicitur interpretatum Magis-

him, "Rabbi" (which

dicit eis:

ter)

,

1

to

them,

means

ubi habitas?

"What do you

Teacher), "where

are you staying?"

In the whole story of the

call

shows in what way our Lord

of the two disciples, the evangelist

calls souls to

follow the perfection of his divine love. All

himself and has them

who have

the happiness

of belonging to the divine Master will recognise in these three
verses their

own

story,

or the story of the goodness, gentleness and

love of Jesus for them. For in
simplicity of the

Lamb

of

of

all

God

this

we

see the gentleness

and

appearing splendidly. The divine

Master wants to draw these two disciples to himself and possess
them. He makes John say something to touch their hearts, for it is
ordinarily his custom to

make use of some

means offered
first movement. At

external

by the providence of his Father to produce the
the same time as he prompts his servant to deliver the

he touches these two good souls

interiorly

first stroke,

and shows himself from

afar to attract them.

The

apostles, thus

Jesus seeing

them

touched and drawn, were

full

faithful to this grace.

of good desires and faithful in following the

impulse he gave them, did not leave them running after him.

And

what normally happens. A soul that has been touched by the
first grace seeks our Lord with an urgent desire to attract his
attention. If it had to wait a long time before obtaining the divine
attention, it would become discouraged and go back. But the divine
this is

Master does not make those
desires wait for long.

He acts

who

him with fidelity and good
towards them as he did towards the two
seek

disciples.

He

turned round to show he knew they were following. This

kindness of our Lord

was already a great grace and must have
comforted their hearts. This is what normally happens. Our Lord
39
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makes a soul

that seeks

a consolation. After

itself is

He turns to it and this
showing them how satisfied he was with

him feel

that

their fidelity in following him,

and

goodness and love which used

to

Our

Lord's word

he

after

touch

sees

it.

drawing them by that look of
all hearts, he spoke.

makes a soul decide
for him. This word is so full of consolation and love that the soul
immediately desires a relationship of intimacy and familiarity with its
well-beloved. He said, 'What are you seeking?' He excited their
desire even more by focussing on the object of their desire. They
ardently desired to follow him and enjoy his holy presence. He
turned towards them and asked what they were in search of, so as to
give their desire an opportunity to grow, both in
the hope of
obtaining what they were seeking and by the external expression of
their

usually the last stroke that

is

inward desire. All souls

words which arouse

at the

beginning receive these interior

more and more through hope of

their desire

attaining their goal by repeated acts of this desire.

As usual while our Lord spoke with the two

disciples, at the

same

time his grace worked in their hearts, in harmony with his words and
actions.

The two

disciples

experienced the powerful influence of his

And as they sought only to enjoy and foster the sentiment the
Son of God had stimulated in them, they wished to remain for some

words.

time with him so as to enjoy

it

a

little

longer.

They were not yet at the stage of perfection when, later on, they
would leave everything to follow their Master. From time to time they
went with him, attaching themselves to him, to see him, listen to him,
and enjoy the graces he gave them in abundance. They were like all
souls in the beginning, when grace has touched them and our Lord
pursues and draws them. They want to enjoy him, and do so at
intervals, always glad to return to

The

disciples did

him.

not answer him

directly, saying 'Lord,

it is

you we

But they acted like all people do in this situation; their
thoughts were not coherent or regular. The intensity of their feelings

seek.'

aroused their imaginations. In their great joy at knowing they were
with the

Lamb of God, realising that he was paying attention to them,

speaking to them so graciously, and feeling themselves at the same
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time inflamed by his divine grace, they believed they possessed
already what they were looking for. They thought of nothing else but
preserving that happiness for
occasions. This
it

makes

is

some time and of enjoying

the effect ofJesus' divine love

when

it

it

on other

enters a soul:

insatiable.

it

This is why the two aposdes so preoccupied with this desire, instead
of answering put him another question in order to
to

know more about him. But Jesus knew

satisfy their desire

better than they

what was

going on within their hearts; he drew them on.
39.

Dicit

eis:

Venite, et videte.

39.

Venerunt, et viderunt ubi man-

apud eum manserunt
illo. Hora autem erat

eret, et

die

quasi decima.

40.

Erat autem Andreas, frater

monis

Petri,

Si-

unus ex duobus,

to

them,

"Come

and see. " They came
and saw where he was
staying; and they stayed
with him that day, for it
was about the tenth hour.

One of the two who
heard John speak, and
followed him, was

qui audierunt a Joanne, et
secuti fuerunt

40.

He said

eum.

Andrew, Simon

Peter's

brother.

Our

divine Master's goodness grants

desire his

gifts,

all

desires of hearts better than those

it

who

and more generously than they ask for he knows the

who

try to articulate

could have told the apostles he had no
indicated

they ask to those

home

them.

He

or he could have

by word of mouth. But no! In friendship he invited

them to come and see for themselves. And while talking he drew
them on by a strong interior attraction to follow and stay close to
him.
This

is

the invitation he gives to willing souls, especially at the

beginning when they are not used to being in his company. By saying
'come' he arouses their desire and produces a strong attraction
towards himself; by saying

'see'

he arouses
41

their

mind and makes

it
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want
will

to

know and

Thereby he soon obtains

which takes pleasure

determines to
is

see him.

in

live entirely for

him once the
him and in him.

soul
It is

total

hold of the

knows him and

then that the soul

established in perfection.

These are three movements in a soul that gives itself wholly to
our Lord. All three function in virtue of his grace, which acts on our
various powers.

The

first is

that attraction to him, that seeking

and

The second is the
application of our mind in order to see and know him and be taken
up with him; this movement was still at work in the two disciples. The
third comes after these other two, and only when one possesses him:
the will enjoys him and commits itself to being entirely, definitively,
directed to him alone.
desire which

41.

carry us along towards him.

Invenit hie

primum

suum Simonem,

fratrem

et dicit

ei:

Invenimus Messiam (quod
interpretatum Christus)

41.

est

He first found

his brother

Simon, and said

to

"We have found

the

him,

Messiah " (which means

.

Christ).

42.

eum ad Jesum. Intuitus autem eum Jesus, dixit:

Et adduxit

Tu

es

Simon,

filius Jona:

vocaberis Cephas,

quod

42.

He brought him

to Jesus.

Jesus looked at him,

tu
inter-

pretatur Petrus.

and

said, "So you are

Simon

the son ofJohn

You shall

be called

f

Cephas" (which

means Peter).
43.

43. The next day Jesus decided

In crastinum voluit exire in

Galileam, et invenit Philippum.

Et dicit

ei Jesus:

Sequere me.

to

go

to Galilee.

And

he

found Philip and said

to

him, "Follow me.

Andrew, as will usually happen to those who have been
frequently drawn to our Lord, had at once a burning ardent
desire to share his joy with those who were dear to him. He went
St
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to find his brother

and announce

the Messiah. St John the Baptist had

who then saw Jesus

with his

1

he had discovered
to Andrew,

that

made him known

own two

eyes,

enjoyed his presence

was free from doubt and
and he immediately brought his brother to Jesus so
that he too might have the joy of seeing him.
When Simon Peter came, our Lord gave him a special look, a
look which signified the special election of this apostle to be the
foundation of the Church. Our Lord said, 'You are Simon the son
ofJonah'. He called him both by his own name and his father's to
show that the greatness, the sovereign power with which he will be
endowed, is purely a gift from his heavenly Father and that Peter,
by his own nature and the right of his ancestors, is weak and lowly,
so much so that people would pay no attention to him. But
through the divine power invested in him by our Lord, he would
be called rock because of the strength and stability he was going
to receive. Our Lord said 'you will be called' in the future, because
Simon Peter would receive this important gift for the Church only

and

tasted great happiness; his faith

hesitation,

after his Master's Ascension.

44.

45.

Erat autem Philippus a

44.

Now Philip was from

Bethsaida, civitate

Bethsaida, the

Andreae

and Peter.

et Petri.

Invenit Philippus Nathanael,

Quern

45. Philip found Nathanael

and

et dicit

ei:

Moyses

in lege, et prophetae,

of Andrew

city

scripsit

invenimus Jesum, filium
Joseph, a Nazareth.

said

to

him,

ie

We have

found him of whom
Moses in the law and

also

the prophets wrote, Jesus

of Nazareth, the son of
Joseph.

Philip

had the same

zeal as Andrew.

"

He went immediately to find

whom some believe to be the aposde St
Bartholomew, and he proclaimed the Messiah to him. His faith in
his friend Nathanael,

43
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the Messiah seems to have been unclear just then; he called

him

son of Joseph, not yet suspecting that he was Son of God; he saw
only a human being, a human Messiah.
46.

Et dixit

ei

Nathanael:

A

46. Nathanael said

to

him,

Nazareth potest aliquid

"Can anything good come

boni esse? Dicit

out of Nazareth?" Philip

ei Philippus:

Veni, et vide.

said

to

him, "Come

and

see.

Nathanael's simple heart was totally prejudiced against the

knew them to be evil, which
indeed they were. As for Joseph and Mary, he did not know them;
they were leading such a hidden life that they were scarcely known
in the country. After all, the inhabitants of Nazareth were so wicked
inhabitants of Nazareth, because he

that they were scarcely capable of discerning the great treasure they

The spirit of the flesh is unable to discern what is of the
God. If Mary and Joseph were to be known for what they
were, the people of the country where they were living would have
had to broadcast it. But their fellow townspeople did not know them
and therefore could not spread their reputation among outsiders.
possessed.
Spirit of

The words

good Nathanael's heart, his desire to see
the Messiah and his esteem and love for that personage. But
Philip's words are noteworthy, 'Come and see'. The appearance
and presence of our Lord must have been a wondrous sight for
good souls. Philip had been but a very short time with the divine
Lamb yet he was filled with joy. He was so deeply affected by the
reveal the

presence of his Master that he was convinced that nothing
else was needed to dissipate Nathanael's prejudice and bring him
to believe as he himself now believed. He was not mistaken.

visible

Nathanael, in spite of his prejudice,
see the Messiah.

44
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47. Jesus saw Nathanael

Vidit Jesus Nathanael

venientem ad
Ecce verus
in

se, et dicit

de eo:

coming to him, and said
of him, "Behold an Israelite

Israelita

quo dolus non

1

indeed, in

est.

whom

is

no

guile!"

When Nathanael was close

our Lord, Jesus saw him coming and
spoke of him in terms of praise. Our Lord can praise someone to
his face, for he can at the same time give the person grace to
to

and lose nothing by it. And that sort of word,
coming from our Lord's mouth, is less a praise than a grace, which
increases the virtue of the one he praises. These words of our Lord
show the loving-kindness he has for simple souls; simplicity is
indeed one of the virtues which draws most grace to a soul.

benefit by that praise

48.

Dicit ei Nathanael:

me

nosti?

Unde

48. Nathanael said

Priusquam

Philippus vocaret,

Jesus answered him,

te

cum

"Before Philip called you,

when you were under the

esses sub ficu, vidi te.

fig
49.

Respondit
ait:

ei

him,

"How do you know me?"

Respondit Jesus,

et dixit ei:

to

Nathanael, et

tree,

I saw you,

49. Nathanael answered him,

Rabbi, tu es Filius

"Rabbi, you are the

Dei, tu es rex Israel.

God! You are

the

Son of

King of

Israel!"

Nathanael still prejudiced, did not begin with 'Rabbi'. He asked
where our Lord could have known him so as to affirm what he did.
This goes to show he did not yet believe him to be the Messiah. For
Nathanael was single-minded. If he had wished to know whether it
was through a prophecy he had spoken thus, he would not have
used a roundabout way to ask. But one small word of our Lord's
suffices to enlighten a good soul that is sincere and in good faith,
as was Nathanael's, whose prejudices came from his goodness and
45
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even from his
is

sufficient to

simplicity.
fill it

For a docile

one word of our Lord's
While our Lord spoke to

soul,

with faith and love.

Nathanael, he also imparted a strength that penetrated to the very
depths of his soul. And Nathanael did not even bother to find out
in

what way our Lord knew

tree.

St Philip

had found him under the

fig

This was enough for him: the sight of our Lord, his divine

word and the powerful grace accompanying it; all this enlightened
his mind and filled his heart.
The words 'I saw' mean, first of all, the knowledge our Lord has
of all things and manifests to Nathanael. Secondly, this view is a
look of mercy and friendship. When we are not even thinking of
him, our Lord sees us with an eye of goodness and mercy: this is a
prevenient

(i.e.

him when

to

preparatory) grace, to dispose us to give ourselves
the predetermined

moment had come

for Nathanael.

moment has arrived. That
Our Lord used means in line

with his merciful designs: he sent Philip; he sent for Nathanael; he

spoke to him and enlightened him.
50.

Respondit Jesus, et
ei:

Quia

dixi

ficu, credis:

tibi:

50. Jesus answered him,

dixit

Vidi te sub

"Because I said

majus his

you, I

to

saw you under the

videbis.

fig

tree,

do you believe?

You shall see greater
things than these.

*

greater graces and lights. He promised
would see things which would manifest Jesus'
greatness much more while at the same time being interiorly
enlightened. These first lights were imperfect, as were all those given
to the aposdes during our Lord's time on earth; everything Jesus said

Our Lord promised him

that Nathanael

was addressed to the senses. Nathanael did not say: 'You are the
prophet', but 'the Son of God', which proves that an interior light and

made him

on the occasion of our Lord's words,
which of themselves could have been said by a prophet.
grace had

see this
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Et dicit

ei:

Amen, amen

51.

And

he said to him, "Truly,

dico vobis, videbitis

truly,

caelum apertum,

see

et

I say

to

you, you will

heaven opened, and

angelos Dei ascendentes,

the angels of God ascend-

descendentes supra

ing and descending upon

et

Filium hominis.

the

Son of man.

"

'You are struck by the earthly things you see the Son of
doing', our

Lord

Nathanael, 'you

says to all his disciples
will

1

man

— although addressing

receive great graces

and

lights

by means of

these miracles. Here, however, you see a power exercised only

upon the things of the earth. But I tell you truthfully that later on,
when the Son of man is in his glory, you will see his power in
heaven itself. You will see heaven opening before you, and angels
ascending and descending upon the Son of man, which means
being wholly dependent on the Son of man and receiving graces
only through him.'
Jesus refers to Jacob's ladder, which signified the sacred
humanity. The ascending angels signify the prayers and the
will offer up to God; for it is through the sacred
humanity that they, as well as human beings, offer worship. The
descending angels signify that all the graces they receive from
God, like their missions, will come only through the mediation of
the Son of man. Thus the words of the psalmist are fulfilled, 'You
have made him a little lower than the angels' (Ps 8: 6) You have
given him human nature, which is lower than angelic nature.
Nevertheless, you have crowned him with glory and honour, and
placed him over the works of your hands (Ps 8:6) The details that
follow are images of the elect in heaven, of the good upon earth,
of the wicked upon earth, of the angels, and even of all of hell.
The reason our Lord seems to have postponed imparting
this knowledge until after the Ascension is, first, because the
apostles did not have a true knowledge of our Lord's divine
mediation and priesthood, nor of all the communications of
graces, nor of his whole power over every creature as a result of

adoration they

.

.
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these

things,

until

after

the Ascension.

The Holy

Spirit

enlightened them at Pentecost. Secondly, perhaps the graces
imparted to the angels only come in virtue of the mystery of the
Ascension.

Our

be aimed

on the

on earth and the mysteries he enacted seem to
sanctifying the Church on earth. His life in heaven,

Lord's
at

life

seems to be principally for the glorification of the
heavenly Church, as St John tells us in Revelation: The glory of

God

contrary,

and its lamp is the Lamb' (Rev 21: 23). All the
and glory of the Blessed Trinity is contained in the
adorable Lamb and it is the divine Lamb who diffuses it
throughout the whole city of God. This is not to say that the
Ascension does not contain treasures for the Church on earth,
since every perfect gift comes from that event, as we shall see
further on: 'I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go
is its

light,

divine light

away' (John 16:7).
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