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CHAPTER THREE
Conversation with Nicodemus

Erat autem
phariseis,

homo ex

1.

Nicodemus

Now there was a man
the Pharisees,

of

named

nomine, princeps

Nicodemus, a ruler of the

Judaeorum.

Jews.

Nicodemus was one of the leaders of the synagogue, so he was
He was a Pharisee, hence a strict
observer of the law in its purity (according to the ideas they had of
it) and very zealous. He was a genuinely pious sincere person and
humbler than the ordinary run of Pharisees of his time.

versed in knowledge of the law.

Hie venit ad Jesum nocte,
dixit

a

ei:

et

(Rabbi), scimus quia

Deo venisti

magister

:

nemo

This

man came

night

to Jesus by

and said to
we know

"Rabbi,

him,
that you

enim potest haec signa facere

are a teacher come from

quae tu facis, nisi
Deus cum eo.

God; for no one can do

fuerit

these signs that

unless

Because he was well disposed and

truly

God

is

you

do,

with him.

longing to see the glory of

and faith had
Ordinary Pharisees would have wanted our Lord to

the Messiah he was open to receive promptings of grace,

entered his soul.

court and flatter them, they could not suffer anyone to elevate himself above

them and dare

to reprove

them

for their detestable faults.

But Nicodemus, in the sincerity of his soul, recognised the one sent
by God in the person of our Lord, and he did not consider he was
abasing himself by coming to see him, although he was a prince of the
people and had a higher rank than the other Pharisees.

when we consider the beginning of Nicodemus* conand the beginning of that of the other disciples, we see a great

Nevertheless,

version
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The

were incomparably above Nicodemus. In their
approach to our Lord we see more courage and less hesitation. And
their minds were more enlightened, although Nicodemus was a man
difference.

latter

instructed in the law

and the prophets while the

disciples

were not;

and there was less reserve in their words. This is because Nicodemus
was at the head of the people; he was a Pharisee and a doctor of the
law.

This was the threefold reason that he feared to compromise him-

self

by seeming to approve of our Lord

also

ple

made him

publicly. His

fear the other Pharisees.

and did not wish

to

espouse

He

being a Pharisee

was a prince of the peo-

cause ardently, as the people were

this

doing. His hesitations and his working in the dark

came from

the fear

either of being seen or of making a mistake.

Fear of making a mistake can have two foundations: that of fearing
to

offend

God

might have

by

falling into

an error that would displease him and

consequences;

evil

this

is

a good sort of fear. But the fear

of displeasing people and losing something of their esteem has

source in

self-love.

This

is

common in people who have a certain high

rank or are learned, as was Nicodemus. Ordinarily we yield to
sions.

We

find

illu-

of reasons for justifying our conduct, which

founded on self-love. Grace has a hard time triumphsuch souls; and in spite of most remarkable graces such persons

quite simply

ing in

all sorts

its

is

do things very

imperfectly.

On

Nathanael, for example, do not

the contrary, simple souls like
start

reasoning about the conse-

quences; they do not worry about what people might think of their
conduct. They go straight to

God and follow God's

impulse with sim-

and fidelity. That is why Nathanael was filled with the greatest
graces from the first moment and received great lights.
As regards knowledge, there are two kinds of knowledge of God.
The first is acquired through the Spirit of our Lord in mental prayer,
prayers and mortifications, or through God's extraordinary inspiration. This knowledge is totally good, it enlightens the soul in its most
intimate depths, draws it Godwards, gives it the warmth of love and
strength to be faithful to God. The second kind of knowledge of God
plicity

is

acquired by the labour of the

knowledge happens

to

human mind. When

the object of this

be holy things, the intention with which we
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labour to acquire

it is

more or less

holy. Frequently,

however, there

an admixture of all sorts of bad intentions, and almost always selflove. But because the effort to acquire it is purely human, this sort
of work, together with the bad intentions mingled with it, gives rise
to a knowledge which inflates the heart, prompts attachment to self
and causes self-love to become ever more deep-rooted. As a consequence it makes the soul weaker in pursuit of the good, timid in
embracing and following it. Such a soul then acquires the faults
and manifold imperfections of human prudence, which is always
eager to spare itself under the illusory pretext of God's glory.
is

Finally

it

makes the soul

God

less

capable of receiving the lights and

amount of self-love and other
imperfections in it. 'I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and
reprove the prudence of the prudent' (Is 29:14; 1 Cor 1:19).
Nicodemus' knowledge of the law was of this second kind. It had
some of its defects; nevertheless the good intentions were greater.
This is why he approached our Lord, but with caution, and why he
had some minimum knowledge about this adorable person. He
graces of

in proportion to the

Lord Rabbi, although he passed for the son ofJoseph of
Nazareth; this is a proof of his good dispositions.
Nicodemus, in using this form of address, said our Lord was sent
by God to teach others: Master. He must have thought that Jesus
called our

was the Messiah, for the Messiah was expected to come at that time
and the Pharisees had that idea about St John the Baptist.
Moreover Nicodemus must have known St John's answer and his
testimony about Jesus; nevertheless he did not say this to our Lord.
This reveals the reserve of someone

who

prudently avoids advanc-

ing too far. He said something but did not dare to say everything.
He said 'Master' because of the admirable beauty of his teaching.
We notice also from what he says that Nicodemus had no clear

notion of the person of our Lord, unlike Nathanael,

who

said:

'You

Son of God.' All that Nicodemus knew was based on facts:
God must be with someone who works such great miracles. Nathanael
also based himself on a miraculous fact; the miracle impressed him,
but he immediately put it aside. He did not even speak about it, but
are the
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the words he uttered proclaimed

Lord with

on the contrary a mind fixed on our

and enlightened about his person through
supernatural lights: 'You are the Son of God../ But Nicodemus
indulges in reasoning and draws conclusions which follow rigorously
from facts. He does not go beyond that. His mind is more fixed upon
his reasoning and draws more light from it than directly from our
full

attention

Lord's person.

Respondit Jesus et dixit

3.

ei:

Amen, amen

dico

3.

tibi: nisi

Jesus answered him,
"Truly, truly,

I say

to

you,

quis renatus fuerit denuo,

unless one

non

cannot see the kingdom

potest videre

regnum

is

born anew, he

of God."

Dei.

Nicodemus, although still imperfect in his faith and conduct,
had good desires. He had come to find out about the
person of our Lord and his teaching; he still had crude human
ideas about the kingdom of God and had not yet renounced the
world and his self-love; this was the great obstacle to his progress
in faith and in knowledge of the mysteries of God. Human science
and attachment to self and creatures: all this represented the 'old
man' who was still alive in Nicodemus, the natural man. In spite of
that our good Saviour received him with kindness, though he saw
him coming with so many imperfections. He gave him all the
instructions Nicodemus was disposed to receive and kindly
answered all his questions.
O Jesus, how great is your love for the poor people we are: I am
ignorant and full of imperfections and defects as Nicodemus was.
Receive me also with that entrancing goodness, and please instruct
nevertheless

me

also!

The kingdom of God of which our Lord spoke means

his perfect

reign by glory in the souls in heaven, his reign by grace in the souls
living in his

Church on earth. In both these kingdoms God reigns first

our Lord Jesus Christ, and through him over souls. And the first
knowledge that ought to be acquired about the reign of God in us

in
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earth

is

knowledge of the reign of God

in his Son.

From

receive the extension of his reign in the souls united to this

adorable Head.

The kingdom of God

resides totally in his Son,

and

we have a share in it only through adoption by grace which we receive
from this well-beloved Son. Now the kingdom of God in his Son, and
through him in the Church, can be properly known only by a living
faith animated by the Holy Spirit; it can in no way be acquired by

human

research. For, as St Paul says, the things of

God cannot be

who reveals not only God's
reign in the Church and in his relations with human beings but even
the depths of God himself (cf 1 Cor 2:10-11).
known except through

the Spirit of God,

what our Lord said to Nicodemus: one must be born again
to see the kingdom of God. Note that our Lord said 'see'; we cannot
even conceive it and acquire a true intimate knowledge of it without
This

is

We

from Adam,
natural birth, the source of natural tastes, inclinations, lights and life.
But this nature of itself cannot conceive the reign of God in souls and
in his Son; it can do so still less because it is corrupted by sin. So it
has to be reborn; it must acquire a spiritual and supernatural life in
order to know and conceive divine and supernatural things. This second birth is spiritual and supernatural; it gives supernatural life,
tastes, inclinations and lights.
being born again.

4.

have in us the

eum Nicodemus:
Quomodo potest homo nasci,
cum sit senex? Numquid
Dicit ad

first

4.

birth received

Nicodemus said

to

him,

"How can a man be born
when he is old? Can he

potest in ventrem matris

enter a second time into

suae iterato introire, et renasci?

his

mothers

womb and

be

bornV
Nicodemus understood somewhat why our Lord said we cannot
know the kingdom of God as long as we are in the old corrupt nature
which we hold from Adam through our birth, for he must have known
that we are born in sin. But he erred like all the other Jews, who
believed that people are justified by the works of the law. This was very
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convenient, because people thus followed
their hearts, at the

ed by the

the natural desires of

all

same time practising the external works demand-

law.

Nicodemus seems even to have understood that we must relinquish
our natural desires and inclinations, and that it was this our Lord
meant to say when he implied that our former birth does not allow us
to see the kingdom of God. But as Nicodemus had no idea of the interior action of the Holy Spirit in souls he could form no idea of this new
birth. He may have understood that the new birth was to give us new
life and other inclinations but he could not think how it would come
about. 'I cannot return to my mother's womb', he said, 'in order to
take on another nature. My first birth was not a success. I received a
corrupt nature; I came out of my mother's womb deformed. How can
I return to the womb to acquire a new form, so as to be born in a form
that is completely different from what I am now, able to see the kingdom of God'. This was a quite valid argument for one who had no idea
of the spiritual life and the power of God.
Nicodemus knew very well our Lord was right and wanted to say
something wise. Hence he was not scandalised by an answer that
seemed singular and surprising. This shows that grace was truly touching his soul and confirming it in its good dispositions. For where could
we find a learned doctor of the law, respected by his people, a doctor
who was also a prince and a great person in the world, who would not
despise and be scandalised at words that seemed meaningless and very
strange.

5.

Respondit Jesus: Amen,
dico

tibi, nisi

fuerit

amen

quis renatus

5.

Jesus answered, "Truly,
truly,

ex aqua et Spiritu

one

non potest introire
regnum Dei.

I say

is

to

you, unless

born of water

Sancto,

the Spirit, he

in

the

and

cannot enter

kingdom of God.

With infinite kindness our Lord took account of Nicodemus'
weakness and ignorance and replied to everything he said and
everything he had in his mind. He began by explaining what the
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he had spoken of meant. So he repeated the same sentence
explaining it more fully, adding the instruction: our soul has to be
reborn of water and the Holy Spirit. Water is the figure and the
Holy Spirit is the reality. This spiritual rebirth is accomplished like
our natural birth and produces similar effects. In our natural birth
we are first in the womb of our mother as in a prison. We are bound
and pinioned there, unable to make vital movements, although we
exist and live; we are as it were non-entities to the world into which
we shall soon enter. Similarly in the second birth: before being
born, our soul is in the prison of sin; we are bound and pinioned
and are unable to make any vital movement, although we exist and
rebirth

are alive with a natural

life.

In the natural state

we

relate to the

things that surround us, our intellect conceives ideas of

them and

embraces them. These three powers remain. Further, we
are non-entities in the kingdom of God, which is a new world
unknown to us. The opposite to all this happens when we arrive in
the world. It is the same in our spiritual birth. 'He cannot enter':
here our Lord says more than in verse three, and yet it is the same
thing. For it is possible to see the kingdom of God without entering into it In order to see it we must have the Holy Spirit, since it
is only in his light that we can see it. Now as soon as we have the
divine Spirit in us we are in the kingdom of God. But without this
our

will

.

divine Spirit it is impossible to enter into

it;

for this birth takes place

through the Holy Spirit.
We are dead before baptism, we have no life in our souls. For all
life is in God, who alone has life in himself, as chapter one said.
Before baptism God is not in our soul in a living way, that is, he is
not in our soul as our soul is in our body. He is not in it as the principle of our tendencies, views and ideas or of our love. Our soul acts
independendy of God, consults him in nothing, does not receive
influence from him in all its movements so as to follow him; it follows its own influences. But after baptism the Holy Spirit dwells in
us in a vital and life-giving way. He is there to be the principle of all
its movements; he becomes, as it were, the soul of our soul. It falls
to us to let ourselves be touched and influenced by him and to fol69
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low more or

less his

more or

good

holy promptings, according to grace and our

The more the Holy Spirit becomes
movements of our soul, the more he influences
our sentiments and dispositions, the more we follow him, the more
perfect also will life be in us and so much more holy shall we be.
If after baptism we move away from that divine influence of the
less

dispositions.

the principle of the

Holy

through the

our soul then once
again becomes dead, because its soul, which is the Holy Spirit, no
longer dwells in it and no longer communicates his life to it. This
Spirit

why damnation

state

of mortal

sin,

in this unfortunate state have lost the divine spirit,

which are
who should be

animating them in such a marvellous manner, and

this will last for-

is

is

called eternal death, because souls

What a tragedy!
Our divine Master uses

ever.

tions

which

Holy

Spirit

that

is,

a different term here to give two instruc-

in reality constitute only one.

Without water and the

one cannot enter into the kingdom of God on
into the Church, or into God's kingdom in heaven,

earth,

that

is

The two things constitute only one: the reign of God in
souls is one and the same reign. He who dies while living under his
rule upon earth, that is to say, if God has reigned in him on earth,
will enter into his reign in heaven. If, on the contrary, he dies in disobedience to his rule upon earth, correspondingly he will not be in
into glory.

God's heavenly reign. In that case the soul being dead, not possessing the Holy Spirit, it can no longer acquire him; and being
unable to acquire him it will remain dead and cannot come under
the reign of God.

The only
earthly

one

difference between these two reigns of God
is

imperfect.

being dead, one

still

When we

are born into

it

is

we can

that the
still

die;

rests within the enclosure of the kingdom, for

although the soul no longer enjoys God's reign in the depth of its
being, it still bears the mark and character of those who belong to

God

kingdom. God's kingdom in heaven is perfect
and no soul can be admitted to it which does not come to it with
the Holy Spirit and is not truly under God's reign. If a soul has not
been wholly and perfecdy submissive to this divine reign upon
in his earthly
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earth, if the

Holy

affections, desires

Spirit

has not been the principle of that soul's

and tendencies and

if it

has conserved those of

its former nature, such a soul when it presents itself at the heavenly kingdom cannot be received there. It needs purification of these
extraneous things. Only divine tendencies inspired by the Spirit of
God may remain; they were formerly in the soul in a veiled way and

now become

manifest.

When

our Lord says: 'Amen, amen, dico... Truly, truly I say to
you...' these words usually indicate special emphasis. Here he uses
these words in opposition to the ideas of Nicodemus, who previously thought that practising the law sufficed. After that
Nicodemus also showed by his reply that he thought there was a way
to cure

6.

'

corrupted nature other than by a necessary rebirth.

Quod natum est ex carne,
caro
est

est; et

ex

6.

quod natum

That which
flesh

is flesh,

which

spiritu, spiritus est.

is

is

born of the

and

that

born of the Spirit

is spirit.

That which

born of the flesh could not be anything but flesh.
The fruit gathered from seed cast in the ground will be like the
seed. It follows that everything that comes from the flesh is nothing
but flesh; and if we were to enter again into our mothers' wombs to
be born again, we would be born once more as carnal people and
all our affections, desires — the whole life we would receive from
the flesh — would likewise be flesh. But that which is born of the
Spirit will be spirit, for the same reason. And because we are talking here about a spiritual and supernatural life, the birth that produces it must be spiritual and supernatural, which means a birth
which comes from the Holy Spirit
In our Lord's statement we see the two kinds of life that are found
in us, spoken of by St Paul: two opposed lives causing continual warfare: the life of the flesh which comes from nature, which we have
received from our carnal birth, and the life of the Spirit, which we
owe to the Holy Spirit, through the grace of our adorable Lord
is
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Rom

Jesus (cf Gal 5:17;

Non

7.

7:23)

Do not

mireris quia dixi

tibi: Oportet vos nasci
denuo.

to

you,

marvel that I said

You must

be born

anew'.

Therefore be not astonished when

I tell

you, you must be born

and incapable of
bringingyou to see and enjoy the kingdom of God, you need another principle of life, you need another birth, a spiritual birth\
again/ Jesus

says. 'Since

everything in you

Spiritus ubi vult spirat, et

8.

8.

vocem ejus audis, sed nescis
unde veniat, aut quo vadat:
sic est

ex

omnis qui natus

est

is evil

The wind blows where
wills,

and you hear the

sound of it, but you do
not know whence it comes
or whither

spiritu.

it

goes; so

with every one

born of the

who

it is

is

Spirit.

understand how this spiritual birth takes place. It
my Father's Spirit who accomplishes it, and the same things hap'But you

is

it

pen

fail

to

in that birth or operation of the divine Spirit as

more

happens with

The wind blows without anything

a breath of wind.

attracting

it

one place than another; it blows by the will that impels it
"where it wishes". You hear its voice when it blows but you do not
see it; neither do you see its origin or destination: "whence it comes
or whither it goes". So it is with those born of the Holy Spirit The
divine Spirit blows where he wills. 'The will of my Father determines his divine breath"'. The rebirth of our soul is always pure
grace, and strictly speaking no one can ever merit it. We can touch
to

the heart of

mercy, but

it

God

by practising natural virtues

will always

to obtain his great

be simply pure mercy, however unfailing

God's response.

We

can also

say:

the divine Spirit breathes where he

have no element of

life

in yourself
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accomplish that rebirth. You even have

all

the elements which can

oppose and impede it But the divine Spirit draws this life from himself and breathes where he wants to establish it, even in the mire
and dirt of your evil nature, dead and destitute of everything\
Secondly, those who receive this new birth do not see the divine
Spirit coming; they recognise him only through the effects they
experience in their souls, which become completely changed. They
hear the voice of this divine Spirit, the sweet heavenly voice, which

and makes

gives a sweet fragrance to the soul

it

has a

realise it

life

divine voice

it had before. Blessed are those who hear this
and follow it! Most holy and most adorable Spirit of

my Jesus,

me

other than the one
let

hear your sweet loving voice. Refresh

delightful breath. Divine Spirit,
feather, so that

that

I

Thirdly, 'you

offer

it

by your

wish to be before you as a light

I

your breath may carry

may never

me

me

off where

it

wishes and

the least resistance.

do not know whence

it

comes or whither

it

goes'.

manner do not see him who
carries out this rebirth in them. They do not know whence he has
come nor where he is going; they do not see him either in his ori-

Our Lord

says that those

born in

this

gin or in his end. We have a divine person living
soul; we sense his operation,

which

is

this

and working in our

new life, but we

feel

noth-

ing beyond that; we do not feel the person himself, either in his

ori-

gin or in the aim he pursues.
9.

Respondit Nicodemus et
ei: Quomodo possunt
haec fieri?

dixit

9.

Nicodemus said

"How can

this

to

him,

be?"

Nicodemus' answer reveals a serious weakness of faith. He did not
understand what the Master sent by God was saying, he had no knowledge of supernatural and interior things, no experience. He should
have attributed the whole fault of
believed our Lord's

word

this

ignorance to himself and

— although without understanding — as
it

man born blind did, who worshipped our Lord as soon as he was
told he was the Son of God. He should have asked our Lord to give

the
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him

the grace of this

shall see the

give

me

new birth which transcended all

his views, as we

Samaritan woman does in the following chapter: 'Lord,

that water* (Jn 4:15). But

Nicodemus lacked

that simplicity.

His knowledge of the law had given him the habit, as
quite often, ofjudging everything by his

still

happens

own mind and not admitting

even divine things which he did not understand.

Nowadays those who commit such faults will accept a good number of mysteries which no mind can penetrate, but when it comes
to incomprehensible things — like those brought up with
Nicodemus — which they fail to understand because they are not
leading interior lives they refuse to admit them, and say: how can
such things be done ? And frequendy they even scoff at them.
Nevertheless Nicodemus was not wholly without faith, for he did
not reject it but merely hesitated.
10.

Respondit Jesus: Tu

10. Jesus answered him, "Are

es Magister in Israel,

you a teacher of Israel,

et

haec ignoras?

and yet you do not understand this?

Our Lord reproved him

for his litde faith.

Nicodemus did not

he was astonished at what eternal Truth was teaching
because he had no knowledge of the things being taught him. At
the same time it was most strange that he would not know these

believe;

He was

known what the
prophets say on this point, for the prophets had predicted this new
things.

birth

and

this

a doctor in Israel and should have

outpouring of the Holy

Spirit

on

souls for the time

of the Messiah's coming. For this our Lord reproached him: 'You

do not know those

and should be
instructing others in all these truths, in order to lead them all to the
faith and procure for them the regeneration of which I speak'.
Be careful not to think that the divine Lamb, who is so full of gendeness, peace and love towards souls, wanted to grieve Nicodemus
by a kind of irony when he said: 'are you a teacher of Israel and yet
you do not understand this?' But he reproved him for his ignothings,

you are a master
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ranee, which was

due

to the false science

of the teachers of that

time. They had not a right understanding of the Scriptures because
of their ridiculous traditions, and our Lord showed him that the science he had was false. This was to make Nicodemus simpler,
prompter to renounce the ideas that stemmed from his learning.

and consequendy know the
teaching of the law and the prophets, are unaware of these things!
You should have known them before I told you and even now you
do not know them after I have explained them. This should prove
that the science of your doctors is not genuine; be more docile and
'You,

have
11.

who

are a master in Israel

faith!'

Amen, amen dico tibi, quia
quod scimus loquimur,
et quod vidimus testamur,
et

11. Truly, truly, I say to you,

we speak of what we know,
and bear witness to what

testimonium nostrum

non

we have seen; but you do
not receive our testimony

accipitis.

After reproving

him

for his culpable ignorance,

Our Lord

reproached him for his want of faith: 'If you do not understand,
believe on my word what you do not know'. After he had humbled
Nicodemus for his false science, he exhorted and inspired him to
have more faith. 'Amen, amen I say to you': these words show that
our Lord greatly insisted and spoke in a tone of command,
although always with admirable goodness. 'You make it difficult for
yourself to admit what I am saying because you want to understand

What I am

telling you is not a philosophical system nor a trahave received from someone else; nor is it the opinion of a
doctor which you can scrutinise, as you do in your discussions

first.

dition

I

among yourselves. What I announce
a matter for discussion;

seen

come

When

it is

to

you is certain truth and not

a testimony I give to things which

I

have

to pass'.

the divine Master speaks of the knowledge he has, he

means the essential knowledge the divine Word has about the operations of the Holy Spirit by way of the procession of the Holy Spirit;
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and the word by which he gives us a share in this divine knowledge
must be the principle of our faith. The testimony he adds consists
in this that, since all regeneration comes from our Lord and is communicated by him to souls, there results a very special way of seeing our Lord in these divine regenerations. In his goodness he also
gives witness to the graces and merciful gifts he offers sinful souls
through his divine

Spirit.

He

complains with sorrowful love that

people refuse to accept his testimony.

My most gende Jesus, if only I could console your heart afflicted
so

much by the hardness of our hearts, how happy I would be!

Tell

me, adorable Lord, what you have seen from all eternity in the
bosom of your Father. Give me testimony of all the consequences
of your love in souls. Most gende and lovable Lord Jesus, how happy
I would be if you granted me this favour! I would believe you with
my whole soul with the help of your grace and I would wish to melt
away in love before you at all the divine words flowing from your
sacred
12.

lips!

Si terrena dixi vobis, et
creditis:

quomodo

si

non

12. If I have told you earthly

and you do not
believe, how can you

dixero

vobis caelestia, credetis

things

?

believe if I tell you

heavenly things f

Our Lord added: 'When I speak
is,

to

you about earthly

created things, such as the grace of

God

things, that

in souls, lower things

which can be understood by the human intelligence since they are
only about God's relations with souls upon earth, you refuse to
believe these things. If so, what then if I spoke to you about heavenly things, things far above what takes place upon earth? If I were
to speak to you about the great truths that concern the three divine
persons, if I spoke to you about my eternal generation, about the
union of the Word with humanity, about all the other mysteries
worked in the Incarnate Word and by the Incarnate Word, about
his glory in heaven — if I spoke to you about these things, how
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would you believe me?'
13. Et

nemo

ascendit in caelum,

13

nisi

Filius

No one has ascended into
heaven but he who

qui descendit de caelo,

hominis, qui est in

descended from heaven, the

Son of man.

caelo.

To

ascend to heaven' means to see God face to face and have
possession and essential enjoyment of him. To descend' does not

mean

the descent of the wretched Lucifer

— that

is,

to leave heav-

en so as to be there no longer — but it means having a mission from
God, to be involved with human beings according to the divine will,
while continuing to possess the divinity and behold it intuitively.
Our Lord's sacred humanity ascended to heaven from the first

moment

was hypostatically united with
the Word. It has always possessed and contemplated God in himself
'as he is' (1 Jn 3:2) and this in a way no creature can grasp, even a
of

its

heavenly one.

existence because

The

it

sacred humanity descended from heaven to

carry out the Father's will in order to deal with

human

beings, to

them knowledge of the sacred mysteries of the divinity and a
The humanity ofJesus ascended to heaven by being
assumed into the divine sphere when the Word of God took it into
himself and allowed it participate in his divinity. Jesus' humanity
descended from heaven, to engage in work among human beings
according to the Father's will. The involvement of his whole human
nature with creatures is a sort of 'descent' compared with the
give

share in them.

'ascent'

of his whole

human

God (when united with the
although Jesus' human nature has thus
nature to

Word). Nevertheless,
'descended' to be involved with people
always in

God his Father, with

the

it is

also always in heaven,

same union, the same vision, the

same degree of attention.
So on the one hand our Lord's adorable humanity is in heaven
to possess and know the divinity in a wonderful way and on the
other hand it is employed here among us, who are poor, blind and
wretched, so as to accept us into itself, bring us to behold and con77
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and impart its divine
mercy to us. This is meant by the words, 'the Son of man who
descended from heaven and who is still in heaven'. To understand
what our Lord says, namely, that his sacred humanity — which
descended from heaven — is the only one who can go up again to
heaven. No one else ascends there, either from here below by perfect contemplation, or after this life by complete union in glory,
except in the sacred humanity and through the sacred humanity of
Jesus. We must remember the following. The humanity of our
adorable Lord, which is always in heaven through its holy and
sacred union (with the Word) has descended upon earth to make
template the divine things

it

sees in the Father

us ascend with

it to heaven. All of us will ascend to his Father in this
world by our union with the Son of man through faith in the
Incarnate Word. He will ascend to his Father in heaven in union

with the same Son of man in heaven because he shares with us the
divinity

he

It still

possesses.

remains true that only the Son of

man

ascends to his

humanity to
which it receives

Father. All other creatures ascend to that adorable

and by it a share in his divinity,
immediately from the divine Word. Jesus is the head of the whole
body of the elect, receiving divinity into himself on behalf of all
humankind; and all the chosen ones in heaven, as well as all people on earth, can receive divinity only through what he passes on,
as from head to members. In this way we are coheirs with Jesus
Christ, according to the words of St Paul (Rom 8:17).
This then is what our Lord said to Nicodemus: Tn the mysteries
of the divinity which I reveal to you I merely give testimony of what
I behold and what you yourself are unable to see, for none can see
these things except the Son of man who tells you them. And you
are unable to ascend to heaven — either while you are upon earth,
to see and contemplate these things in God, or in the other world
to possess them — except through the Son of man to whom you
must cling by faith in this world. Consequendy, you must believe his
words, even when you do not see the things he speaks of, for it is
only through faith that you will be able to see them and not before'.
receive

?*

*\

from

it
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14.

Et sicut Moyses exaltavit

serpentem

15.

14.

in deserto, ita

And

as Moses

must

exaltari oportet Filium

so

hominis;

lifted

ut omnis qui credit in

the

be

15. that whoever believes in

him may have
life.

'If

the

up,

habeat vitam aeternam.
continues:

up

Son of man

ipsum, non pereat, sed

Our Lord

lifted

serpent in the wilderness,

you have not yet

eternal

this faith, it is

because

moment for that grace has not come. It will come on the day
the Son of man is lifted up on a cross to heal the wounds the enemy
the

has inflicted on your souls, as Moses did to cure those bitten by a

you will always be weak and languishing in your
faith'. Hence 'it is necessary' that the Son of man be crucified to
draw you to himself and through the power of the cross to save you
from perdition and give you eternal life; but this salvation, this eternal life, will be given only to those who believe in him. Hence the
cross has two powers: to draw people to our Lord, communicating
serpent. Until then

the grace of faith to those

who

are willing to receive

it,

and

to save

those who have genuine living faith.
Observe that Our Lord says: 'And everyone who believes in him'.
He does not say 'who believes him' or 'in his name'. These phrasall

es would only indicate a belief in his person, doctrine or teaching,
which belief could co-exist with evil conduct. Let those who are in
that condition not trust in our Lord's cross; it would condemn
rather than save them. It is necessary to believe 'in him', a term
which speaks of adherence and union of the soul with our Lord; it
indicates a distancing from sin and that all our works originate
from a supernatural principle. For if the soul is truly united to our
Lord by this genuine perfect faith, then so is its action also, and our
Lord is its source.
In all this our divine Master gave great hopes to Nicodemus for

the time subsequent to his passion. What goodness, kindness and
mercy! Most merciful, most gentie and kind Jesus, I have the hap79
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piness of living since your crucifixion. In a marvellous way you have

me to yourself. What remarkable mercy towards a poor soul
mine! You have given me the precious gift of faith in you;

drawn
like

it, for it is still very weak through my own fault
Grant that by this loving faith I will live only for you and in you, that
I will sacrifice myself for your love, as you have sacrificed yourself
for mine. By his cross this most gentle Lord will give us eternal life:

please increase

This is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and
Jesus Christ whom you have sent'Qn 17:3). The good Nicodemus
must have been happy when the great mystery of the cross was
accomplished; then he understood better.
Lord Jesus, give me eternal life, I beg you that I may know the
only true God, and the One he has sent, you, Jesus Christ, my most
loving and merciful Lord and Redeemer. What wonderful knowledge! most lovable Jesus!
16.

Sic

enim Deus

mundum,

16. For

dilexit

ut Filium

suum

non

credit in

loved the world

that he gave his only Son,

unigenitum daret: ut

omnis qui

God so

that whoever believes in

eum,

him should not perish but

pereat, sed habeat

have eternal

life.

vitam aeternam.

These words express three ideas. First, our Lord explains further
what he has just said, that it is necessary to believe in the Son of
man, not just in a man that is more excellent than all other men
and all God's creatures together, but in the Son of God. He is so
perfecdy united to God that whatever is done by one of the two
natures is done by the other. This is why our Lord uses the words
'that he gave', for the Father could not have given his wonderful
Word to human beings in any other way. For the term 'to give'
means to put at their disposal, to give power over him. Now it is
impossible for people to exercise power over the Word of God
direcdy. 'Had they known it, they would never have crucified the
Lord of glory' (1 Cor 2:8). So much the truer is it here. The Father
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united his

Word

to a

human

nature that was to be delivered up to

and be crucified. By that fact he has truly given us his
immense and omnipotent. He gave him over to the
power of human beings, giving them power over that humanity, to
which he so intimately united his divine Word. What prodigal love
the wicked

eternal Word,

for wretched sinners!

Secondly, our Lord wished to explain

why he would be

in order to arouse sentiments of love in

further

open

his soul to faith.

To explain

Nicodemus' heart and so
this

prodigy (Jesus Christ

crucified for us) Jesus recalls a greater prodigy

:

God's incompre-

hensible love for the world, which goes so far as to

only Son to prevent
only to those
vide

who

it

from being lost and

hand over

to give eternal life

for thought, but

his

— but

enough

to pro-

how would he

believe

believe in him. This was indeed

Nicodemus with food

crucified:

an exceptional event since he had refused to believe simpler things? The fortunate Nicodemus, however, was almost forced
to believe when the event took place. The love of God beyond all
understanding must have flooded his soul. Moreover, our Lord
kept his word and drew him to himself. We may even believe that
our Lord had already granted him this grace by his divine words,
touching him interiorly at the same time. For no longer do we hear
him say: 'How can such things be done?' (cf v.9). He listens in
silence. It would seem that the Holy Spirit breathed and
Nicodemus heard his voice.
Thirdly, by these words of our Lord, Nicodemus, and all of us
with him, can understand that we do not confer a favour on our
Lord when we believe in him. Whatever the greatness, power and
extraordinary genius of a person, when he believes in our Lord he
adds nothing to his glory and greatness. On the contrary, to believe
in Jesus Christ is the human being's greatest happiness and glory.
Our Lord does not need anybody, while all of us absolutely need
him. Quite the opposite; it is a great misfortune for anyone, whoever he or she may be, not to believe. This was also a strong motive
in such

for

Nicodemus

to develop the outlook of faith the divine

desired to inspire in him.

Our Lord repeated
81
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believes', to

show that there will be no

law or sinners, Jews or pagans,

all will

Non enim misit Deus Filium
suum in mundum, ut judicet
mundum, sed ut salvetur

17,

distinction, observers of the

be saved

17. For

God

if

they believe.

sent the

the world, not to

Son into

condemn

the world, but that the world

mundus per ipsum.

might be saved through him.

Our Lord went on to explain, 'For God has not sent his Son to
judge the world. He has not sent him to separate the righteous
from the sinners, and to make the righteous triumph, as you
Pharisees believe. No, that is not so; the sending of the Son of God
is a sending of love and not of justice. His coming is a coming in
gentleness not harshness. That is why he will be sacrificed for their
salvation and through this sacrifice will give them eternal life.
However, although he has come only to save the world, he will also
judge it\ This he explains in the two following verses, saying that
he
18.

is

their saviour

and

their judge.

eum, non
judicatur; qui autem non

Qui

credit in

18.

non

credit in

unigeniti

filii

believes in

not condemned; he

credit, jam judicatus est:

quia

He who
does not

nomine

who

already,

because he has not
believed in the

the only

The two

is

believe is

condemned

Dei.

him

name

of

Son of God.

functions of being a saviour and also a judge are united in

the person of Jesus; he

is

judge because he

is

saviour, as the following

Those who believe in him are by that very fact exempt
from judgement, because the very one who is to judge them has saved
them. He will not judge them, since he himself has erased the handwriting (of the writ of prosecution) of which St Paul speaks (Col 2:14),

verse explains.

which was to be the subject matter of their judgment.
Those on the contrary who do not believe are already judged
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because they do not believe in the only Son of God. Observe the words:
already judged' (RSV: condemned).

'is

They bear the burden of sins

which are matter for judgment and deserve condemnation. The only

Son of God came upon earth to erase those sins. To obtain pardon they
would have to believe. These people did not want to believe, and their
sins remained. By this very fact their condemnation was already pronounced, because they did not believe in the one name which would
have saved them.

Note

also the words, 'in the

involves faith in the Incarnation

name

of the only begotten'. This

and Redemption, and

time supposes faith in the mystery of the Blessed

at the

same

This faith

is

The word 'name' in
lips
means the same

absolutely necessary for the remission of past sins.

holy Scripture — and especially on our Lord's

Trinity.

—

name is merely the expression and representation of the
thing presented to the human intelligence. And faith in the name
means faith in the existence of the thing expressed by the name. Our
thing; for the

Lord said they are judged because they do not believe

in the name, since

no question of works but of the remission of past sins through
regeneration, for which interior faith is enough. The will to stop sinning is presupposed. Once these sins are remitted, faith has to be
reduced to practice if we want to avoid being judged over again; 'he
who believes in him is not judged'. After the regeneration of baptism
we receive the perfection of faith by being perfectly united to the only
Son of God.
there

19.

is

Hoc

est

autem

19.

judicium: quia lux venit in

mundum,

And

this is the judgment,

that the light has

come into the world, and

et dilexerunt

homines magis tenebras
quam lucem: erant enim
eorum mala opera.

men

loved darkness

rather than light, because
their deeds were evil.

The judgment of those without faith is in their works; and yet our
Lord is their judge. This verse explains how these two things come
about and in what our Lord's judgment consists. The Son of God
83

Conversation with Nicodemus

came

who would believe in him. This he did by becom-

to save those

ing the light of their souls, by communicating the brightness of his
divine perfections.

world. All those

It was

who

a brilliant, infinite light that came into the

are united to

him by

faith share in

means the darkness of the works of the

this

flesh

it,

and the

and by

devil dis-

appears. As was said above, darkness cannot exist where light

of these cannot be judged, because everything that

them
light

is

is.

found

All

in

and so when they appear in the presence of the great
they become one and the same thing with it; and they judge
is

light,

others, according to St Paul,

who

have to judge even angels, that
6:3). If there exists

some

us that the Christians will

tells

bad angels (cf 1 Cor
them, anything which does not
to say, the

is

stain in

reflect that great divine light, this will

have to be erased in purga-

and the

tory before they are admitted into the sacred presence;

which are not in harmony with faith in him and do not proceed from the light will be judged.
Those on the contrary who remain in the darkness of the flesh

faults

to come to the great light will be rejected and condemned when they appear in the divine presence, because nothing

and refuse

be found in them pertaining to this divine light, everything in
them being incompatible with it. Already in this world they are
judged and condemned by this divine light as long as they remain
will

them and casts them
them as belonging to

in darkness, in the sense that the light rejects

outside
itself.

and

refuses absolutely to recognise

The reason

is

that

sentiments, dispositions

all

and

ing from this wicked interior

their

works

— either

interior,

acts of the soul, or exterior,

— are darkness.

such as

proceed-

'For their works were

evil'.

And in all this it is human beings
pronounce
have

easily

themselves who determine and
and self-condemnation. For they could
accepted the light within them but preferred their own
their judgment

darkness to the
evil

light.

dispositions

Once

outside this

and cannot do

life,

they persevere in these

otherwise. In this

way they

exile

themselves from the eternal light to remain in darkness, either in
this

world or in

eternity,

but especially in
84
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ful

darkness that

fills

their souls will

they will be unable to escape from

it,

be horrible and frightful; and
in spite of the horror they will

have of it and the despair which accompanies
terrible thing

is

that they will

no longer find

it.

Furthermore the

that merciful holiness

our Lord which in this world tends to diffuse itself lovingly in
souls to draw them to itself and into itself. But this will be a holiness
of severity and justice, which will crush sinners who inhabit the dark
in

them with a

and violence

and

reject

cast

them with frightening speed into even more horrible darkness,

and

that for

severity

so frightful that

it

will

all eternity!

We

can conclude from this verse that, for regeneration, faith
alone does not suffice. Further resolve is necessary to stop leading

an evil life, for our Lord tells us that judgment consists in this that
people have not given themselves to the light because they love
darkness more than the light. Hence to be in the light we must
leave the darkness. If this

we must leave

it,

Omnis enim

20.

is

the judgment, then, in order to avoid

the darkness.
qui male agit,

odit lucem, et

non

20. For every one

venit ad

who

hates the light,

does evil

and

lucem, ut non arguantur

not come

opera

his deeds should be

ejus.

does

to the light, lest

exposed.

Our Lord explains how far removed from him the wicked are;
they keep him at a distance by a sort of instinct. He uses a comparison:

good persons

reveal themselves, the wicked hide. Evil people

prefer darkness to light. Moreover they even hate the divine light

because of their evil works, which are the darkness they love.
People who do evil and love the evil they do and want to persevere
in

it

take great care not to

come near the Lord;

they do not want to

look on him with eyes of faith, because our Lord,

who

is

the light,

and condemn the evil they do and reproach them for
That is why such people yield to illusions and blind themselves
everything concerning the divine light. They force themselves

will judge

85
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away from

and develop a
hatred against our Lord, because they are attached to their evil and
know they are involved in hatred and opposition to the divine
Master. The darkness of sin then becomes so great that the soul is
impregnated with it and becomes immersed in (sinful — ed.) flesh
and sin; in other words, such a person has no longer any outlook,
stay

it;

they reject

all

intimations of faith

sentiments or dispositions other than those of (sinful

and

transgression.

— ed.)

flesh

A sort of opposition between our Lord and this

soul sets in.

Our good Master rejects
soul

is

as

it

were encrusted.

that sin but the person
daily

the sin with which such an unfortunate

more and more,

who

He wants

to attract

by getting rid of

it

clings to sin, almost identifying with

Lamb and

rejects the divine

turns

hatred because he opposes what the sinner loves. This
condition and unfortunately

people in

this century.

uation

the same.

21.

all

Qui autem
tern, venit

|,

that of a great

They do not realise

21.

facit verita-

Deo

this,

is

it

in

a frightful

number of godless
but that is their

But he who does what

ad lucem, ut

manifestentur opera
quia in

it is

on him

sit-

is

true comes to the light,
that

ejus:

sunt facta.

it

may

be clearly

seen that his deeds have

been wrought in God.

But he who does the works of truth has no fear of the light. Instead
he always goes towards the light, his tendency is to approach the
divine light Our Lord calls them works of truth or, more accurately,
works inspired by grace. This phrase is in contrast to works of the
flesh, which are untruth, because they do not belong to God; even
worse, they are
outside of

done in opposition to God, who is essential truth, and

him nothing can be

true.

He

calls

the works inspired by

grace simply 'truth', and not 'works of truth', because the works

we

do under the inspiration and influence of divine grace are only

its

development Grace
Although the

soil

is

the grain of mustard seed developing in souls.

helps to produce this vegetable, which
86
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nevertheless nothing but mustard plant, the development of the

little

grain. It

means

that those

who do works inspired by divine grace

have a supernatural tendency to draw even closer to our Lord, to

become ever more united to him. It is as if our soul opens up before
him to let what is in us come to light in his divine presence. At such
moments a sort of loving satisfaction impels us towards him. This selfrevelation, which we desire in and through his light, is sometimes
made in his presence, and sometimes by ourselves, so that we can see
in his divine lightwhat we are doing or, again, it takes place in the presence of his heavenly Father,

to

whom

the soul offers this

activity.

And

what sort of self disclosure does our soul desire because of this divine
light?
that of divine grace within us. Our Lord shows in our soul

—

done in God, that is to say, in and by his divine
grace: 'because they are done in God\
When our Lord says, 'he who does what is true comes to the light',
he indicates that the soul then habitually walks inspired by grace and
divine love and lives a holy life. He says, 'does the truth', because
those who live that way habitually perform good works; and such persons are invariably inclined to come closer to the light. When our
Lord says, 'his deeds may be clearly seen', he refers to particular good
that whatever

it

does,

is

works, carried out inwardly or outwardly.

John

bears witness for the last time

22. Post

haec venit Jesus

et

22. After this Jesus

discipuli ejus in terrain

Judaeam;
batur

et

cum

illic

eis,

disciples

demora-

and

his

went into the

land ofjudea; there he

et baptizabat

remained with them and
baptized.

When

our Lord had proclaimed the wonderful and holy doctrine

of regeneration, he travelled through Judea to put it into practice,
giving the baptism of the Holy Spirit to all those he had disposed

through repentance.
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Erat autem et Joannes

23.

baptizans in

23. John also was baptizing at

Aennon juxta

Aenon near Salim, because
there

erant

there;

illic,

et veniebant,

and

et baptizabantur.

Nondum enim missus fuerat

24.

was much water

Salim; quia aquae multae

and people came

were baptized

24. ForJohn

Joannes in carcerem.

had not yet been

put in prison.

At the time our Lord began to give baptism in Judea, St John was
at Aenon conferring his own. The moment our Lord was beginning
to baptize was the time St John was at the height of his activity. That
is why John had chosen Aenon to baptize the vast crowds of people
who came to him, for there was water in abundance. This was in the
order of divine providence,

who had

given St John the mission of

preparing people for the coming of the Messiah, and his baptism
of water was to prepare for the baptism of the Holy

Spirit, so that

when

this great baptism was to be conferred by the Son of God, St
preparing big numbers of people by his own baptism.
was
John
The evangelist adds that St John had not yet been put in prison.
John still had to give a last testimony to the divine Messiah and he
had to terminate the ministry of his own baptism, sending everyone
to him who was giving the true baptism of the Holy Spirit. After

he no longer had any other task on earth and God gave him
few days later he was cast into prison and then mar-

that,

his reward, for a
tyred.

25.

Facta est autem quaestio ex
discipulis Joannis
is

25.

cum Judae-

Now a

discussion arose
y

between John s disciples

and a Jew over purifying.

de puriflcatione.
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Venerunt ad Joannem,
et dixerunt

tecum

ei:

26.

Rabbi, qui erat

trans Jordanem, cui tu

testimonium perhibuisti, ecce
hie baptizat, et omnes veniunt

ad eum.

And

they

came

to John,

and said to him, "Rabbi,
he who was with you
beyond the Jordan,

to

whom you

bore witness,

here he

baptizing,

all are

is,

going

to

and

him."

This word quaestio means 'discussion'. John's disciples held a discussion about purification. Some preferred our Lord's baptism,
others upheld their master's. These then went to see John

and told

him that the one to whom he had given testimony was baptising
and everyone was going to him. They spoke out of their esteem for
John and their attachment to him. They were grieved that he to
whom John had given great testimony was now taking away John's
followers and thus lowering his prestige. God permitted them to
have this idea so that John might complete his ministry and give
new testimony to his Son
27.

Respondit Joannes, et dixit

Non

potest

quidquam,
de coelo.

homo

27'. John answered, "No one

accipere

nisi fuerit ei

can

datum

receive

except

anything

what

is

given him

from heaven.

St John begins by

showing that their idea was not the most enlight-

ened and that they were wrong to grieve. This is a good lesson for God's
ministers, who work for his glory, to prevent them from entertaining
the kind of ideas that spring from nature and self-love and manifest a
zeal neither sufficiently pure nor sufficiently enlightened. You say that
people go to him; that is because his baptism has a special power and
gift. You take him for an ordinary man; he must therefore have
received a special

gift,

for

he cannot have it of himself. No one has anyif he has received the gift of sanctifica-

thing he has not received, and

from God alone, who gave it to him. And
if God gave him this mission, adding this gift, why do you worry because
tion,

he must have received

it
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people are leaving
but

human

whether
glory

is

to

go

to

him? That

glory or rather your

own

is

not seeking God's glory

makes no difference

glory. It

through those who belong to us or through others that

it is

given to God.

envious. This
it

me

is

We must love it wherever it is given and never be

particularly a lesson for religious groups

who may find

hard to see another group prospering and getting preference over

their own.

28.

Ipsi vos

mihi testimonium

perhibetis,

quod

28. You yourselves bear

dixerim:

witness, that

Non sum ego Christus, sed
quia missus

Now John

sum

i

}

I said,

lam

not the Christ, but I have

ante ilium.

been sent before him.

answers his disciples about our Lord's person, referring

to the particular fact that

L

me

pained them. 'You yourselves know and bear

and about him. For you yourselves
say that I gave witness to him on the other side of the Jordan. You know
what I then said, that I was not the Messiah but that I was one sent
before him to prepare the way so that when he actually came everybody
might recognise him because of my word and go to him. Now that he
has come and my preaching is being followed, people go to him and
witness to what

I

you do not

it!

like

said about myself

Once

right that

is

whom

he announced'.

29.

come

the forerunner

should leave the herald so

ing. It

all

the Messiah has

Qui habet sponsam, sponsus
est: Amicus autem sponsi,
qui stat, et audit eum, gaudio gaudet propter vocem
sponsi. Hoc autem gaudium
meum impletum est.

29.

He who

is

noth-

as to follow the

has the bride

king

is

the bridegroom; the

friend of the bridegroom,

who stands and hears him,
rejoices greatly at the

bridegroom s voice; therefore
this joy

of mine

is

now full.

The disciples were astonished that our Lord took away souls from
St John's ministry and seemed to consider it ingratitude. St John
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now shows by means of a comparison how just our Lord's conduct
was and how things could not be otherwise. It is the bridegroom
who has the bride. The bride belongs to him and no one should
want to take her away from him. The friend of the bridegroom
and preparing the bride in order that she
may please him. This friend has no rights over the bride; all he does
is enjoy the presence of the bridegroom and rejoice because of the
bridegroom's union with the bride. He remains there with the
takes care of adorning

bride to wait for the bridegroom.
is

When the latter arrives, the friend

there to hear his voice, that voice which reveals the bridegroom's

satisfaction with the bride

he has prepared for him, because he

is

there to be united with her.

our Lord. The bride is the Church or the
it. The friend of the bridegroom is St John the
Baptist. This friend, filled with love for the divine bridegroom, is in
admiration as he listens to the divine bridegroom coming to
espouse her whom he has so carefully prepared and adorned. And
hearing this his joy is fulfilled; he no longer desires anything more
in this world. The bridegroom is with his bride; the friend hears his
voice full of expressions of love and satisfaction for her whom his
dear friend has so well prepared. 'This joy of a friend, which is mine
by right,' (St John says
tr.) 'is now accomplished and you are
unhappy about what is my greatest source ofjoy'.
By these words and by his behaviour St John gives a useful lesson to
all the friends of the divine bridegroom who have the task of preparing spouses for him. Let them remember that those spouses do not
belong to them, they belong to the bridegroom for whom they prepare them. Hence they should not in any way attract their affection to
themselves. On the contrary, they must direct all their love toward the
divine bridegroom. They should not take anything for themselves nor

The bridegroom
souls who compose

is

—

should they seek their own satisfaction in these brides of the divine

bridegroom. All their joy should be in seeing the loving satisfaction of
the divine bridegroom united with souls 'his spouses' and hearing

him speak to

their heart. This purity in the direction of souls

utmost importance
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30.

for the last time

Ilium oportet crescere,

me

30.

autem minui.
Since this

is

so

He must
must

it is

increase, but

decrease.

I

"

easy to understand St John's further words:

The bridegroom must increase by the number of those who
become his disciples, and I, who am only the friend, must decrease,
since whatever I have is not my own but his. I prepare spouses for
him. According as they are ready, they must join their bridegroom

and hence leave me.
31.

Qui desursum venit, super
omnes est. Qui est de terra,
de

terra est, et

31.

is

de terra loquitur.

above

comes from above
all;

Et quod vidit et audivit, hoc

nemo

of

and of the earth
he speaks; he who comes

est.

testatur; et

is

earth,

from heaven
32.

he who

the earth belongs to the

Qui de caelo venit, super

omnes

He who

32.

testimonium ejus

He bears
no one

above

witness to

he has seen

accipit.

is

and

all.

what

heard, yet

receives his

testimony;

why our Lord must draw all people
so powerful. 'He who comes from
above, the Word of God, who descends from the bosom of his
Father, is above all; he is master of all. The son is more than the
servants. I am only a servant; hence the Son who comes from above
St John adds another reason

to himself and

why

his voice

is

has the power to dispose of what was entrusted to me; he has the
right to

me.

draw souls

to himself, taking

away those he had

first

sent to

We servants, who are only people on earth, who have no power

or authority in ourselves since we are only of the earth like the oth-

whatever power and authority we happen to possess comes only
from above, which means that we should see ourselves for what we
ers,

and act accordingly: he who is of the earth is of the earth. When
the Son comes, who is not of the earth but of heaven, he is our mas-

are
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ter and superior. He disposes of everything according to his liking
and we must render him all we owe him. Since we owe everything
we must render everything: he who comes from heaven is above all.

'Moreover, people of the earth are unable to talk of anything but
the earth

and

if

they speak about heavenly things they

still

do

it

in

an earthly way. The knowledge they have of the mysteries of God is
They reason about these mysteries using earthly figures and
ways. Matters cannot be otherwise for earthly people who are naturally blind and limited. All the things I have told you are earthly —
things that have to be done on earth — and it is as a person of this
earth that I have spoken about them, I who have neither seen nor
heard heavenly things. But he who comes from heaven gives witness
to what he himself has heard in the bosom of his Father'. We notice
that when St John speaks about himself he says 'he speaks of the
earth', but when speaking about our Lord he says: 'he testifies about
what he has heard'. One speaks about what one has learnt in an indirect way, but one testifies to what one has heard personally.
In order to convince his disciples definitively about our Lord's
poor.

and

power for the salvation of souls and inspire them
with sentiments of faith and love towards the divine Master, John
adds what follows in the remainder of this chapter. He laments that,
in spite of Jesus coming from heaven and giving testimony about
what he has personally heard from all eternity in the bosom of the
Father, no one wants to accept the heavenly doctrine he teaches
and to which he gives such certain and infallible testimony. It seems
that St John establishes a parallel which forms the subject-matter of
his lament. He seems to say: T who am but earth, and could only
speak as an earthly person, was nevertheless believed and listened
to by all; but here comes the Son of God issuing from the bosom of
his Father and proclaiming a divine doctrine with heavenly words
and no one wants to believe him'. The word 'no one' shows the fewness of those who believed. John seems to point out to his disciples
the opposition between his ideas and theirs. They complained that
everyone was going to Jesus Christ; but he complains that no one
follows our Lord, no one wants to accept his message and believe
greatness

his
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in him.

We

could understand the testimony our Lord gives about what
he has seen and heard as an interior word with which he wished to
penetrate souls by his grace, to establish within them the light and

knowledge of those same truths through the faith he wanted to give
them. This is the most perfect testimony and the worthiest of the
Son of God that can be given to divine mysteries and eternal truths.
It is a testimony that speaks not only to eyes and ears externally but
to the inmost soul to make it, as it were, see and touch the truth in
the most perfect manner of which people are capable on earth.

The deplorable

thing

is

that

People reject the light that

nobody accepts
tries to

this divine testimony.

enlighten their hearts, they

refuse grace, they will not acquiesce. In this sense the
'receives' (his testimony)

be better to

is

say: 'believe in

St John says that our

correctly employed; otherwise

it

word
would

the testimony.'

Lord gave testimony about what he had

seen

The two words, see and hear, are perfectly suitable to
human beings, who cannot see what they hear nor hear what they
see. But for the word of God, one would think that to see already says
everything; why does he add to hear? He wants us to understand
divine things after our fashion and he speaks our language. The
and

heard.

term

to see is

perfecdy suited to truths contained in divine perfec-

which he claims to have seen in his Father from all eternity.
The term to hear is more suited to truths that belong to the eternal
decrees of the Father for his creatures and his relations with them,
and to all the mysteries which the Son of God must accomplish on
earth and in heaven according to the same decrees of his heavenly
tions,

Father.

There we have his whole testimony. He says only what he has seen
and heard from all eternity and hence he gives testimony to what
he sees and hears at the moment. This makes it much more perfect. It is an immense infinite river flowing eternally from the

bosom of

the Father into his Son.

Incarnate Son

is

And

this

testimony of the

a merciful loving outpouring by the Incarnate

into the souls of those

who

believe in him. His testimony
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he gives only what he receives. 'He bears witness to what he has seen
and heard...', and yet no one wants to accept the testimony.
33.

Qui accepit ejus testimonium,
signavit quia Deus verax est.

33. he

who

receives his

testimony sets his seal
to this, that

34.

Quern enim

misit Deus, verba

34. For he

is true.

whom God

Dei loquitur: non enim ad

utters the

mensuram

for

dat Deus spiritum.

God

it is

has sent

words of God,

not by measure

that he gives the Spirit;

He who has accepted his testimony has by that very fact subscribed
to

God's truthfulness, thereby he has participated in the very

mony

of

Jesus Christ.

Our Lord has

testi-

written these truths, which

and heart of those who
received them. The latter, by the agreement and faith with which
they cling to them, sign that testimony and affirm that God is truthful in the things he wants taught and to which he makes his Son bear
witness. For the word to which one thus subscribes is not a human
word but the word of God himself, because the one he has sent
speaks only the word which God gave him. We render divine things
in human words, but the one who has sent gives the very word of God
and that with singular purity. For it is not like those occasions when
other prophets are sent by God, each of whom has a limited share in
the Spirit of God. Such prophets make known the divine truths they
are obliged to hand on as best they can, making use of their own
mind and human characteristics. Here there is no measure; the
Spirit is communicated in his fullness and nothing is done, nothing
said, except through his impulse and inspiration. Consequently he
who has received this word and testimony witnesses himself, he
declares that the divine word is true and by that very fact that God
emanated from

is

his Father, in the spirit

truthful.

There is another explanation of our Lord's testimony in souls.
our Lord penetrates a soul to introduce and trace therein the

When
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divine mysteries

and

grace and assents to

perfections,

then

it

it

if

the soul accepts the divine

subscribes to the fact that

God

is

true.

By thus receiving this interior word that our Lord wants to inculcate
in the soul by his grace
while he speaks to it from the outside also
it receives the very word of God. For the one who is sent by God is
not like the prophets and others sent by God. He speaks the very word
of God and introduces this word into souls. This word of God is always

—

—

efficacious;

it

which makes

contains

all

the truths

it

expresses.

The

divine

word

and heard in the interior of a soul offers it the
and perfections themselves that it contains; and the
soul which accepts all these subscribes and testifies to their truth and
subscribes to the truth of the word of God that it receives substantially. St John says: 'he who received his testimony sets his seal to this../,
and not, 'he who accepts signs'. This might refer to his lament that no
one accepts Jesus' testimony. St John adds that those who accepted it
set their seal to its truth. One could also add that all of this is a Hebrew
way of speaking.
There is still another explanation. When our Lord speaks this way
either by external testimony or by an interior word
to a soul
a
faithful listening soul joyfully opens itself to let the divine word enter.
itself felt

truths, mysteries

—

—

movement is truly an acceptance of our Lord's testimony or
word. The soul places no obstacle in the way; it lets him enter. The
This

first

soul

is

and

before our Lord as Martha's

his divine

accepts the divine
acts

is

was before him; she listened
acceptance.

word does not remain

idle

The

who

has accepted

So Stjohn

this

soul that

but necessarily makes

of assent, either of faith or love, acts which confirm

ture the truths revealed.

son

sister

words entered. This

like a signa-

says in general terms that the per-

testimony has by these different acts con-

firmed God's truthfulness.
35.

Pater

35. the Father loves the Son,

diligit Filium; et

omnia dedit in manu

and has given

ejus.

into his hand.
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our Lord received and the difference between him and others who were sent. The difference is in
the special love of the Father for his Son, a special love not given to
anyone else. The Father places everything he has into his hands,
and therefore confers the fullness of his Spirit. The term hand manifests power. The Father gives him power that he may dispose of it
as he wishes. The term hand is also used to manifest distribution.
The Father gives his Son the whole treasure of his mysteries, truths
and graces, to distribute them to people. But what is the powerful
hand of the Son of God, by which he distributes all these great treasures to all creatures? It is his sacred humanity by means of which
St John explains the fullness

alone we receive

all

these testimonies, lights

and divine

The

graces.

Father loves his Son and has placed everything in his wonderful

hand. This hand gives witness,

it

transmits divine truths, gives

and exterminate the
unfaithful because it is established judge of the living and the dead.

graces, rewards faithful souls

We can also
less

than the Holy

upon earth,

will strike

see the mystery of the Blessed Trinity in these words:

'the Father loves the Son'.

ing

and

The love of the Father for the Son is noth-

Spirit.

This

is

the mission of the

to transmit his word to people:

Son of God

'He whom the Father has

word of God'. The gifts and operations of grace
which affect souls and make them receive these words are operations
attributed to the Holy Spirit; our Lord imparts this Holy Spirit, of
which he has the fullness.
.it is not by measure that he gives.
(cf
preceding verse) This communication is accomplished through the
Word united to the sacred humanity. This is why St John speaks of
the fullness of the Holy Spirit that has been given. And he adds the
reason for the full presence of the Holy Spirit being in the word proclaimed and communicated by the Son of man. The Word receives
the fullness of the Holy Spirit from his Father; the Father loves the
Son from all eternity with this substantial love. This is the essential
relation which makes the Holy Spirit proceed from the Father and
the Son. And this whole divine essence has been placed in his hand,
sent speaks the

.

' . .

.

'

.

that

is,

Word,

in his sacred humanity,
to

be distributed

through the hypostatic union with the

to people. Everything the
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from the Father is attributed and belongs to the Son of man, and the
Son of man imparts it to his brothers and sisters according to the
capacity of each.
36.

Qui

credit in Filium habet

36.

vitam aeternam: qui autem
incredulus est

Filio,

He who

believes in the

has eternal

non

life;

Son

he who

does not obey the Son

videbit vitam, sed ira Dei

shall not see

manet super eum.

wrath of God

life,

but the

rests

upon him.

why those who believe in the Son, who cling to him and are
united to him by faith, have eternal life. Our Lord does not say 'will
This

is

who are

thus united with the Son posSon and the Son imparts to them
all that his Father gives him. Hence he makes them share in the eternal life he has in himself already in this world, although in a way inferior to sharing in glory. But people who do not believe in the Son,
who refuse to believe that he is the Son of God and reject the testimony the Son gives about what he has seen in the bosom of his Father,
such people will not see life. They certainly have not that life within
them at this moment. They will not see him, that is, they will not poshave* but 'has', because those
sess

through

sess

him

faith all that

as long as they

is

in the

remain in that

state, for

the

first

necessary

Those whose sins are
not remitted will not see life; God's wrath will remain on them. It does
so already because they are covered in sins. Since they do not believe
they will not be able to avoid God's anger, for there is no means of
avoiding that wrath other than to believe in the Son of God.
Note that he says first: 'he who believes in the Son' (. .has eternal
life - ed): i.e. he possesses the perfection of faith required to participate in our Lord's life. On the other hand he says: 'he who does not
believe in the Son [(obey the son - RSV)... shall not see life' - ed.];
for this is only about the remission of sins, for which practical faith
condition for having sins remitted

is

to believe.

.

is

not required, as was said above.
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