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THE WORD OF GOD, WORD OF THE FATHER
(from Aletheia no. 8, December 1995)
Fr. Marie-Dominique Philippe, OP
We are so used to the mystery of the Word of God that we often no longer have any
amazement, any admiration for it... It is no longer a true mystery for us; we are a little too familiar
with it, even a bit blasé: we already know the story, we have read it and re-read it, we have meditated
it and even analyzed it—it no longer holds any secrets for us. We are often like old sacristans who,
while remaining daily close to the tabernacle, no longer realize the grace that is theirs. All the while
exercising their charge with the great zeal demanded of them, they forget the Real Presence of Jesus
in the tabernacle. One only has to see how they genuflect on the run, without even looking at the
tabernacle yet completely determined by the generous service they are performing.
We very easily consider the mystery of the Word of God, which is given to us, as something
completely “normal.” We very quickly forget that there is here a wonderful gift of God, a completely
gratuitous gift. We forget that it is truly God who is speaking to us at this moment and who spoke
before to men who remain united to us in the same faith and in the same Word of God, which was
addressed to them one day and which transformed their whole life. The first thing we need to awaken
in us is thus this amazement, an admiration which makes us attentive to the fact that God spoke to
Abraham, to Isaac, to Jacob, to Moses and the prophets... and to Mary.
Scripture itself, moreover, reports God’s first intervention as something totally normal,
“Yahweh said to Abram: ‘Go forth from your country, from your family and the house of your father.’
Abram left and did what Yahweh had commanded him.”1 On the other hand, when God gives manna
to his people in the desert, the sons of Israel are amazed and cry out: “‘Man hou? What is this?’
because they did not know what it was.”2 It is astonishing to note that when God spoke to Abram (a
much more profound reality than the gift of manna because God himself wants to teach Abram, to
lead him and to consider him as a friend), Abram receives this gift in faith without any visible
emotion; meanwhile, for the gift of manna, which is certainly a great gift, a gift which reveals the
omnipotence of God—God acts miraculously to feed his people—the children of Israel ask a question.
On the one hand, we have a gift which sanctifies Abram and makes him a friend of God; on the other
we have a charismatic gift—it is certainly a sign of the mercy of God for His people, yet it does not
directly sanctify them. However, this last gift is tangible and visible, while the first remains invisible.
Mankind is more sensitive to visible than to invisible gifts. Alas, we are always a little like that! A
miracle of God, accomplished for us when we are in a crisis, shakes us profoundly and reveals to us
the extreme goodness of God: without this extraordinary help, we would no doubt have died or been
delivered over to our enemies. Here, it is a question of our earthly, human life, of our health. But God
acts for us above all in our divine life: it is hidden and invisible, yet how much more superior! We are
less astonished by this... Man remains, even if he is a believer, more immediately touched by the
tangible, sensible goods that God gives gratuitously than by the invisible goods of sanctifying grace
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and faith. If we believed fully, we would grasp by faith the extent to which these invisible goods are
superior, for they are eternal and lead us to our true beatitude: the beatific vision.
It is thus very important for us to grasp all the grandeur of this gift of the Word of God, as
well as of the faith that makes us capable of receiving it freely.
The Patriarchs
Let us go back to that first moment of the communication of the Word of God to Abram and
cite a few aspects of this Revelation of God to the patriarchs. “Yahweh said to Abram...” It is truly
God, Yahweh, who takes the initiative to call Abram to a new life. The text of Genesis makes clear
that Abram was already seventy-five at the time and that he brought with him his wife Sarah, his
nephew Lot, and all the goods he had acquired. So that Abram could freely respond, God speaks to
him. Nothing is said to us about the manner in which God speaks. Is it in a visible manner? We do not
know, and this is so that the fact that Yahweh speaks to him may be highlighted. Also, the content of
this call is transmitted to us: “Leave your own land, go forth from your family and the house of your
father, to the land that I will show you.”3 It is truly an order that God is giving to Abram. Abram
receives it and obeys—here, there is an important cooperation which affects the whole orientation of
his life. We can thus specify that by the reception of the Word of God, a true personal covenant is
brought about between Yahweh and Abram. This shows us the marvelous realism of the Word of
God, capable of transforming someone’s whole life—at least if the one receiving the Word of God
receives it in his faith as a divine and efficacious word and wants really to obey it as an order coming
to him from God, and therefore capable of accomplishing the impossible: “Nothing is impossible for
God.”
Certainly, if we look only from the outside at what Abram accomplishes by believing in the
Word of God, everything seems to remain at the level of human activity. But if we analyze this
activity attentively and understand that it is transformed from within, one sees that it possesses a new
intention; it is capable of orienting the whole of human life in a completely new manner, demanding
the radical exigency of poverty: one must leave all things behind in order to accomplish what God is
asking. It is thus not only a choice, but a true intention of life, a new finality, that is communicated by
the Word of God. Because of this, a deep discernment is made, separating that which is good for
Abram from that which would be bad for him. We see here one of the proper characteristics of the
Word of God: its profound efficacy, capable of orienting the whole of human life beyond its proper
finality. On the other hand, the Word of God is a personal word addressed to a person, and it realizes
between these two persons a covenant which cannot be changed without their consent. This word
unites and separates that which cannot be separated or united by the simple will of man. This word is
often also a promise: “After Lot left Abram, Yahweh said to Abram, ‘Lift up your eyes.’”4 This divine
promise concerns a good that cannot pass away, which is given forever. It also implies a discernment
made by God himself between the son of the slave and the son of the legitimate wife: “It is not he that
will inherit.”5 It is God's gaze on Isaac and Ishmael, and this gaze of wisdom is communicated to
Abram. It has a meaning that surpasses all human judgment.
If one believes in God, believes in His word, God credits it to him as righteousness.6 The
Word of God, received by the believer as Word of God, justifies and radically purifies the believer,
uniting him to God for eternal life.
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The word of Yahweh can be communicated in a vision and reveal the omnipotence of God for
His friend: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield, your reward will be great.”7 The presence of God is an
active presence—“I am your shield”—which must communicate a total confidence to the one who
receives this word. This word is a word of hope. Abram’s whole life is truly illuminated by the Word
of God and is directly lead by God Himself. “Yahweh blessed Abram in everything.”8 Abraham was
so docile to this word that Yahweh Himself recognized that Abraham obeyed His voice.9
As for Isaac, his first movement towards Yahweh is to pray for his wife who was sterile.
Yahweh hears him,10 but it is to Rebecca that Yahweh addresses Himself in the first place: “There are
two nations in your womb; two people, issuing from you, will separate. The older will serve the
younger.”11 It is only later that Yahweh appears to Isaac12 and tells him, “Do not go down into
Egypt... I will be with you and will bless you.”13 Isaac is himself considered to be the blessed one of
God14 by Abimelech.
With Jacob, the covenant is renewed. It all begins in Haran with a dream: “Behold, Yahweh
stood near him. He said, ‘I am Yahweh, the God of Abraham, your father, and the God of Isaac. The
land on which you are lying I will give to you, as well as to your descendants.’”15 When he awoke,
Jacob said: “Truly Yahweh is in this place, and I did not know it! How awesome this land is! It is
nothing less than a house of God, and the gate of Heaven.”16 Later, Yahweh said to Jacob: “Go back
to the land of your fathers, to your family, and I will be with you.”17 The angel of God says to him in a
dream: “Jacob!... Raise up your eyes and see... go back to your homeland.”18
Scripture also recounts the famous combat of Jacob with God. And God changes his name:
“You will no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have fought with God and with man, and you
have been victorious.”19 Jacob asks the angel of God his name, who questions him: “Why do you ask
my name?” and then blesses him.20 God said to Jacob, “Rise up! Go up to Bethel, and live there. Put
up there an altar to the God who appeared to you while you were fleeing from Esau, your brother.”21
God said to Israel, “I am the El-Shaddai. Be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a host of nations shall
come forth from you.”22

Moses and the Prophets
Moses also is in direct contact with God—Yahweh said, “I have seen, I have seen the misery
of my people”23—above all when Moses asked Yahweh His name in order to accomplish the mission

7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23

Gen 15:1
Gen 24:1
Gen 26:5
Gen 25:21
Gen 25:23
Cf. Gen 26:2 and 26:23 “From there he went up to Beersheba. God appeared to him on that night.”
Gen 26:2-3
Cf. Gen 26:29 “Now you are the blessed one of Yahweh!”
Gen 28:13 sq.
Gen 28:16-17
Gen 31:3
Gen 31:11-13
Gen 32:29. Cf. Gen 35:10
Gen 32:30
Gen 35:1
Gen 35:11
Ex 3:7

3

demanded of him. God responds to Moses: “I am who I am.”24 God teaches Moses everything that he
must do.
Yahweh reveals Himself also to the prophets. Samuel’s vocation is very meaningful.
Scripture underlines that “The word of Yahweh was rare in those days.”25 “God called Samuel.” But,
“Samuel did not yet recognize Yahweh, and the word of Yahweh had not yet been revealed to him.”26
Thus, Samuel thinks that the call of Yahweh is coming from Eli. It is admirable that Yahweh, in
calling Samuel for the first time, borrows the intonation of the old priest Eli... The third time, Eli
understands that it was God who was calling the child. Eli says to Samuel, “Go lie down, and if you
are called, say: Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.”27
It is thus from the child that the priest Eli receives Yahweh’s message. He commands Samuel:
“What is the word that He spoke to you? I beg you, hide nothing from me.”28 This passage of
Scripture marvelously makes us understand how one can only receive the Word of God if one has
faith in Yahweh, if one knows Him. The whole people of Israel will be led by the prophet who
receives the Word of God, each one in a unique and personal manner.
The Word of God communicates to the people of God the wisdom of God; it permits this
blessed people of God to go always further in the thirst for truth. The Wisdom literature and the
Prophets especially give the sense of the grandeur of the Word of God. Thus, it is affirmed that the
Word of God gives light,29 and that it is efficacious.30 In a certain way, it takes flesh in this people
who is truly the people of the Word of God.31 It makes the earth fruitful;32 it vivifies33 and is source of
life; it lifts up34 and heals all;35 it lasts forever and is forever being accomplished;36 it is like the rain,37
like fire,38 like a hammer;39 to the Bride it is like excellent wine.40
One must also fear the Word of God,41 for it implies a presence of God, and leads to the
intimate, personal, loving, face-to-face presence.42 One cannot neglect it or forget it; one has to take it
into account43 for God places it in the heart of man44 and in his mouth45 so that he can put it into
practice: “The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart, so that you put it into practice.”46
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Mary
This first time of waiting, this great hope of the people of Israel, culminates in the heart of
Mary. If Abraham puts us in the presence of the first instance of the gift of the Word of God, Mary
shows us its ultimate fruit. It is at the Annunciation that we discover this renewal and culmination of
the mystery of the gift of the Word of God to His people. This is truly the substantial word of the
Father, His Beloved Son Himself, who is given to Mary as beloved Son, so that Mary become His
mother, so that this subsistent secret of the contemplation of the Father take flesh in Mary by the
breath of the Holy Spirit. This is accomplished by the sending of the angel Gabriel, whereas at
Mamre, God Himself comes to speak to Abraham, announcing to him that he will have a beloved son
through Sarah, his wife. At the Annunciation, the message of the angel is carried out through a divine
word announcing the gift of the subsistent word, this fruit of the contemplation of the Father. The
mystery of the Word of God culminates in the gift of the Word, a subsistent and eternal word. The
great secret of the personal life of the Father, His Word, is given to Mary to be her Son, to be
everything to her, and in the most intimate and personal manner. This gift is communicated to Mary in
a mystery of presence and silence. Mary, by the cooperation of the Holy Spirit, is united in a wholly
new way to the subsistent word of the Father, in the deepest intimacy of her heart, in her faith, her
hope, and her charity.
During all the mysteries of the hidden life of Jesus, Mary lives by this secret, binding her
profoundly and personally to the very mystery of the Father: both of them live by the same secret.
This is the new covenant in the word of the Father. This word realizes a unique and eternal bond in
the heart of Mary, His mother47. The perfect unity between Mary and her beloved Son, the word of the
Father, will be intensified during Jesus’ whole hidden life and apostolic life. Mary receives all of
Jesus’ words during His apostolic life; she receives them as the good earth receives the seed, and
these words yield a hundredfold in her.48 By the word of the Beloved Son, Jesus takes hold of Mary’s
whole life, so that she may be fully the beloved daughter of the Father. All the words of Jesus
revealed in the Gospel of John are received by the heart of Mary and form her life.
It is at the Cross that this unity is consummated. The word of the Father is the sword which
causes separation in order to realize a more profound unity. And this separation is total: In His Heart,
Jesus, the Beloved Son of Mary, dies in order to live an eternal unity of love, victorious over death
and sin, for all men. If at the Annunciation and at Christmas, the substantial word of God realized a
perfect unity of love, in joy, in the most intimate depths of the hearts of Mary and His Beloved Son, at
the Cross this same Word of God is a sword which separates the Heart of the Beloved Son from His
beloved mother. This separation is accomplished in total obscurity—Mary lives this mystery in a
plenitude of faith. It is accomplished in radical poverty, Mary living this mystery in a totally divine
hope. And all is lived in the fullness of love; for Mary’s heart, it is an infinite abyss: Mary accepts to
be anathema for her brothers, for mankind. The substantial word of God is thus, in the death of Christ,
an abyss of separation.
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Lastly, Mary lives the glory of her Resurrected Son, the glory that the Son lived before the
creation of the world in the bosom of the Father: the glory of being one with the Father, as Beloved
Son, in order to eternally breathe forth the Holy Spirit. Mary lives this same glory. The word is a
secret which is the source of love, the source of the Spirit of love.
We thus understand Christ’s reproaches to those who have made void the Word of God.49
They have stifled it,50 they have trampled it into the ground,51 they have crucified it so that it can no
longer speak. But the Word of God is risen, it is victorious over all hatred, over all evil. That is the
force behind these words from the Letter to the Hebrews:
“The Word of God is living”—it is joined to its source—“efficacious, sharper than a twoedged sword, it penetrates to the division of soul and flesh, of joints and of marrow, and it judges the
thought and the intentions of the heart.”52

The Human Word
To come as close as possible to the mystery of the Word of God, we must first analyze what
the human word is. We can then have a better understanding of the originality and uniqueness of the
mystery of the Word of God. The human word is a reality both extremely complex and profoundly
natural; it is peculiar to man. It permits him to communicate with his neighbor and to cooperate with
him. It is indeed the fruit of the intelligence, of the imagination, and of the corporal organ that
produces the voice. As for its meaning, it is also the fruit of the community in which a person is born
and educated—here we think of the mother tongue, of diverse dialects and languages. With respect to
its meaning, the human word has a conventional aspect that maintains it in a dependence on the milieu
in which man develops his proper activities. Because of this, it is different from cries and gestures,
which have a more affective and natural meaning. This explains the greater complexity and diversity
of speech and its more intellectual character. Indeed, a human word has a particular meaning: it
comes directly from our different concepts—fruit of our intelligence—as well as from the conventions
and usages coming from our cultural milieu.
Our intelligence, in grasping the realities that are experienced, assimilates them intentionally;
it is not like a mirror reflecting the realities presented to it. To affirm this would be to forget that the
intelligence, in knowing, moves itself while being moved. It is certainly determined by these
experienced realities, but it is only determined by transforming these realities, by transforming their
images, by extracting from these images that which is capable of specifying the intelligence at a
properly spiritual level. The intelligence, determined in this manner, knows by conceiving and
produces a concept. This implies that our will cooperate with our intelligence, which seeks to
understand what the experienced reality is in its own self. One understands the complexity of the
human word; it presupposes our will in act as well as our intelligence, which actuates itself thanks to
the experienced reality, by means of the image illuminated by the active intellect.
Our concepts always imply a certain cooperation of the intelligence with our images—the
images that we form from our experiences must, in effect, be enlightened from inside/within? by our
active intellect, in order that a form emerge that is capable of specifying our intelligence. In
assimilating this form, it produces a concept signifying what is essential in the experienced reality—

49
50
51
52

Cf. Mt 15:6; Mk 7:13
Cf. Mt 13:22; Mk 4:19; Lk 8:7
Cf. Lk 8:5
Heb 4:12

6

what we call the quiddity. Thus, there is a link between our concepts and the images coming from
experience, images that we have surpassed. We cannot think therefore without reference to our
images and, through them, to the vital milieu of our experiences. In our intellectual life, the exercise
of our intelligence (which produces concepts), the exercise of our will (which keeps our attention),
and the formation of images are closely tied together and very dependent upon one another, all the
while being formally distinct from one another. The question of the significance of our concepts is
thus not a simple one, and it can be understood how easily the question of significance is confused
with the question of representation. Concepts have their signification, while images are in the domain
of representation. But when in the presence of symbolic knowledge, signification and representation
unite and cannot be separated. The imagination then plays an important role.
Moreover, we have noted that signification implies a dependence on the human community
and takes into account of the usage of a word used at a certain moment or in a certain place. The
human word is also dependent on a biological organ—the vocal cords and respiration—and through
this, on all our affectivity. The meaning of this or that word, of this or that phrase, varies depending
upon our affective state: we want to command; we want to attract attention by seduction, by attraction
or by being angry. This is even clearer when it is a question of a conversation between friends or
between enemies.
It is thus easy to understand that the human word has very particular and original modalities
in its usage, in communicating this or that truth to another. The human word is the fruit of our spirit
and of our body. Its dependence on the spirit is primary and essential; its dependence on the body is
secondary, certainly, but still essential. Our body essentially conditions our speech but does not
specify it. And along with the body, it is the whole vital, cultural, and religious milieu that conditions
with a true conditioning the way we use our words But it is that dependence on the intelligence in act
that is essential, that gives human words their proper character, their meaning, and all their particular
modalities. They could be the words of a friend to a friend, of a father to his child; they could be the
words of a husband to his wife, wanting to communicate all his love and the secrets of his heart...
They could also be the words of a sage, of a philosopher who wants to communicate his knowledge to
his disciples, or the words of a poet or an actor, who wants to communicate his deepest emotions.
Finally, they could be the words of one who, by exercising authority, wants to communicate his orders
to those below him, to his servants. One sees that speech has different significations according to the
ways it is used, and that these significations can be modified by the very end that is sought. One
doesn’t speak in the same way to a friend and to a child, to a disciple and to a servant. The great
diversity of our knowledge (philosophical, scientific, affective, or poetic) and the different human
ways of sharing this knowledge—according to the diverse cultural milieus in which the person
speaking lives and develops—give very different tonalities to the human word.

The Mystery of the Word of God: “transfinality” and “transsignification”
If we try now, at a theological level, to clarify what exactly the Word of God is, we can very
quickly recognize that only the faithful are capable of receiving it as Word of God—only the believer
is capable of distinguishing it from a human word. Indeed, in order to communicate His love for us,
God did not want to invent a new language, one that would be original and would be distinguished
from all human words. He wanted to use human words, the words men use to communicate their
thoughts, their secrets of love; in using these human words, He transformed them. They are no longer
words coming from men and addressed to men as men in their purely human dimensions. In their
exterior character they are human words, but they are assumed by God in order to be communicated
to men and received by believing men, so that these words can reveal the personal love God has for
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them, their new divine finality as sons of God, called to live one day the same happiness of their
Heavenly Father. Exteriorly, the Word of God appears to be like the words of men, nothing is visibly
changed, and yet, for the believer, everything is changed, for this word received in faith permits
adherence to God, Who reveals Himself to us. There is an analogous change (meaning that it is
completely different yet having a similarity) to that of the bread and wine in the mystery of the
Eucharist: exteriorly nothing has changed, but after the consecration, there is truly a
transubstantiation, the substances of the bread and wine are changed into the substance of the body
and blood of Christ. Certainly, we cannot say that by Revelation there is a “transubstantiation” in the
mystery of the Word of God, for the human word is not situated at the same level of reality as bread
and wine are: they are the fruits of a living being and of the cooperation of human work. A word is the
fruit of a human intelligence, linked in its exercise to an imagination and radically linked to a human
body, depending on a human community as a means of communicating with another human. The
human word is an intentional reality having its own signification. If God makes use of it in order to
communicate His secrets to man, it is at the level of the signification of its intentionality that one can
say that there is thus a change.
The Holy Spirit, in effect, makes use of a man and of his words to manifest to men the very
mystery of the Truth, the mystery of God revealing Himself in order to tell them of His love and to
promise them a new salvation. In making use of human words—fruits of the intelligence of men
chosen by God, or fruits of ancient religious traditions—the Holy Spirit gives them, as it were, a new
intentionality which, when compared to the first, might be called “transfinality”: Indeed, the Holy
Spirit, by Revelation, announces to us that we are made for a new life with its own finality: to live
what God Himself lives, to participate in His own personal life, and this is realized thanks to the gift
of the Son by the Father. One can thus say that, by becoming the Word of God, the human word
contains, , a “transfinality” and that because of this, it also knows a sort of “transsignification.”
While it is easy to clarify what this “transfinality” represents; it is, on the other hand, very
difficult to clarify what “transsignification” represents. It is sure that faith does not give us new
concepts; thus, it does not give us new significations. But it gives us new judgments of existence on
God, on man, on all properly human activities: these are regarded in as much as they are ordered, or at
least capable of being ordered, to the vision of God. By this, they possess a superhuman order which
is truly part of their proper signification. Thanks to the “transfinality” of Divine Revelation, the divine
word will also possess a “transsignification,” without implying new concepts. The whole effort of the
theologian is to explicate this “intentional” double surpassing, and, in order to do so, to seek to clarify
the proper intentions of the Holy Spirit (principle cause of the Word of God) when He reveals to us
the mystery of God and that of men, when He reveals what He expects of us, what He expects of
Abraham, what He expects of Mary, the intentions of Divine Wisdom for Abraham, for Mary, for us.
The Father wants to save us, to lead us to perfect happiness; He wants to teach us to love, to have a
total confidence in Him. He wants us to cooperate with Him in our salvation, for He does not want to
save us without our cooperation in His saving work.

Word of the Father
This intention is truly the intention of a Father who loves His children and wants to save them
by leading them to their most perfect happiness, all the while knowing their weaknesses, and above
all, all the while respecting their freedom. Always ready to forgive their faults as soon as they
recognize them, as Father He wants to lead them freely by love and in love.
This intention of the Father reveals itself in very different ways during the great period of
waiting for the promises of the Old Covenant. This long expectation is wanted so that desire may
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grow and true poverty be discovered. The Father educates His children by leading them into the
desert, by feeding them Himself with manna, by correcting their infidelities and discouragement, by
showing them the gravity of their faults, by giving them a law, by encouraging them and fortifying
them, by enveloping them in His mercy (which He prefers to their sacrifices), and by giving them the
Prophets and through them, an ever more loving divine word. As Father, He demands a witness of
fidelity and love from His people, going even to the point of martyrdom—which was not demanded at
the beginning of the Covenant. It is with Mary that the intention of the Father is fully accomplished. It
is the full achievement of the promise. The Word of God gives itself in the achievement of the
personal gift of the Beloved Son. The Father does not content Himself with giving His promises: He
gives His Beloved Son Himself. It is the personal and substantial word which is giving itself. And it
gives itself through the very mystery of the Incarnation of the Word. The Son of the Father Himself
gives Himself to Mary in taking flesh in her.
We are in the presence of the realism of divine love. The gift of the word no longer suffices:
the gift of the Person of the Son Himself is necessary so that we may understand the personal love of
the Father for each one of us. The gift of the Word, secret of the Father, begets silence in the Mary’s
heart and in our hearts. At the Cross, Jesus’ last words are like a testament of love for all. For
someone like Pilate, to all appearances Jesus Crucified is an innocent man: intelligent, without fault,
who speaks no lies, a man of words, and unique in His quality. But for the believer, for Mary and for
John, this is the gift of the Word, the substantial word; this is not only the word joined to its source—
which is what all living, divine words are—but this is the gift of the personal source itself. This gift
demands a response beyond all discourse; this gift of love demands love itself, which absorbs all in
silence. Jesus Crucified, ultimate word of the Father, leads us to the great silence of the beatific
vision.
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