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DECEMBER 5, 2012. THE YEAR OF FAITH. GOD REVEALS HIS
"BENEVOLENT PURPOSE"
The Catechesis of  the Holy Father Benedict  XVI dur ing the Year of  Fai th
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Year of Faith.  God reveals his "benevolent purpose"

Dear Brothers and Sisters ,

At  the beginning of  h is Letter to the Chr ist ians of  Ephesus (cf .  1:3-14),  the Apost le Paul
raised a prayer of  b lessing to God, Father of  our Lord Jesus Christ ,  which leads us
to exper ience the Season of  Advent,  in the context  of  the Year of  Fai th.  The theme of
this hymn of  praise is God’s plan for man, descr ibed in terms ful l  of  joy,  wonder and
thanksgiv ing, according to his “benevolent purpose” (cf .  v.  9) ,  of  mercy and love.

Why does the Apost le raise th is blessing to God from the depths of  h is heart? I t  is  because
he sees God’s act ion in the perspect ive of  salvat ion which culminated in the Incarnat ion,
death and Resurrect ion of  Jesus, and contemplates how the heavenly Father chose us
even before the wor ld ’s creat ion,  to be his adopt ive sons, in his Only-Begotten Son, Jesus
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Chr ist  (cf .  Rom 8:14f.  Gal  4:4f) .  We had always existed in God’s mind in a great plan
that God cher ished within him and decided to implement and to reveal  in “ the fu l lness of
t ime” (cf .  Eph 1:10).  St  Paul  makes us understand, therefore,  how the whole of  creat ion
and, in part icular,  men and women, are not the resul t  of  chance but are part  of  a benevolent
purpose of  the eternal  reason of  God who br ings the wor ld into being with the creat ive and
redemptive power of  h is word.  This f i rst  af f i rmat ion reminds us that our vocat ion is not
merely to exist  in the wor ld,  to be inserted into a history,  nor is i t  solely to be creatures
of God. I t  is  something more: i t  is  being chosen by God, even before the wor ld ’s creat ion,
in the Son, Jesus Christ .  Therefore in him we have existed, so to speak, for  ever.  God
contemplates us in Chr ist ,  as his adopt ive sons. God’s “purpose” which the Apost le also
descr ibes as a plan “of  love” (Eph 1:5) is descr ibed as “ the mystery” of  h is div ine wi l l  (v.
9),  h idden and now revealed in the Person of  Chr ist  and in his work.  The div ine in i t iat ive
comes before every human response: i t  is  a f reely given gi f t  of  h is love that envelops and
transforms us.

But what is the ul t imate purpose of  th is myster ious design? What is the essence of  God’s
wi l l? I t  is ,  St  Paul  te l ls  us,  “ to uni te al l  th ings in him [Chr ist ] ,  the Head” (v.  10).  In these
words we f ind one of  the central  formulas of  the New Testament that  makes us understand
the plan of  God, his design of  love for the whole of  humanity,  a formula which, in the second
century,  St  I renaeus of  Lyons establ ished as the core of  h is Chr istology: to “recapi tu late”
the whole of  real i ty in Chr ist .  Perhaps some of you may remember the formula used by
Pope St Pius X for the consecrat ion of  the wor ld to the Sacred Heart  of  Jesus: “ Instaurare
omnia in Chr isto ” ,  a formula that  refers to the Paul ine expression and was also the motto
of th is holy Pope. However the Apost le speaks more precisely of  the recapi tu lat ion of  the
universe in Chr ist .  This means that in the great plan of  creat ion and of  h istory,  Chr ist
stands as the focus of  the ent i re journey of  the wor ld,  as the structural  support  of  a l l  th ings,
and at t racts to himsel f  the ent i re real i ty in order to overcome dispersion and l imi tat ion and
lead al l  th ings to the fu l lness desired by God (cf .  Eph 1:23).

This “benevolent purpose” was not,  so to speak, lef t  in the s i lence of  God, in his heavenly
heights.  Rather,  God made i t  known by enter ing into a relat ionship wi th human beings to
whom he did not reveal  just  something, but indeed himsel f .  He did not merely communicate
an array of  t ruths,  but  communicated himsel f  to us,  even to the point  of  becoming one of  us,
of  taking f lesh. The Second Vat ican Ecumenical  Counci l  says in the Dogmatic Const i tut ion
Dei Verbum :  “ I t  p leased God, in his goodness and wisdom, to reveal  h imsel f  [not  only
something of  h imsel f  but  h imsel f ]  and to make known the mystery of  h is wi l l .  His wi l l  was
that men should have access to the Father,  through Christ ,  the Word made f lesh, in the
Holy Spir i t ,  and thus become sharers in the div ine nature” (n.  2) .  God does not only say
something, but communicates himsel f ,  draws us into his div ine nature so that we may
be integrated into i t  or  d iv in ized. God reveals his great plan of  love by enter ing into a
relat ionship wi th man, by coming so close to him that he makes himsel f  man. The Counci l
cont inues: “ the invis ib le God, f rom the ful lness of  h is love, addresses men as his f r iends
(cf .  Ex 33:11; Jn 15:14-15),  and moves among them (cf .  Bar 3:38),  in order to invi te and
receive them into his own company” ( ib id . ) .  With their  own intel l igence and abi l i t ies alone
human beings would not have been able to achieve this most enl ightening revelat ion of
God’s love; i t  is  God who has opened his heaven and lowered himsel f  in order to guide
men and women in his inef fable love.

St Paul  wr i tes fur ther to the Chr ist ians of  Cor inth:  “ ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,
nor the heart  of  man conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him’,  God has
revealed to us through the Spir i t .  For the Spir i t  searches everything, even the depths of
God” (1 Cor 2:9-10).  And St John Chrysostom, in a famous passage comment ing on the
beginning of  the Letter to the Ephesians, wi th these words asks that the fa i thful  enjoy the
ful l  beauty of  th is “ loving plan” of  God revealed in Chr ist :  “What do you lack yet? You are
made immortal ,  you are made free, you are made a son, you are made r ighteous, you are
made a brother,  you are made a fe l low-heir ,  you reign with Chr ist ,  you are glor i f ied wi th
Christ ;  a l l  th ings are f reely given you”,  and, as i t  is  wr i t ten,  “wi l l  he not also give us al l
th ings wi th him?’ (Rom 8:32).  Your First- f ru i ts (cf .  1 Cor 15:20, 23) is adored by Angels. . . .
What do you lack yet?” (pg 62,11).
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This communion in Chr ist  through the act ion of  the Holy Spir i t ,  of fered by God to al l  men
and women with the l ight  of  Revelat ion,  is  not something that is super imposed on our
humanity;  i t  is  the fu l f i lment of  our deepest aspirat ions,  of  that  longing for the inf in i te and
for fu l lness,  which dwel ls in the depths of  the human being and opens him or her to a
happiness that is not f leet ing or l imi ted but eternal .  Referr ing to God who reveals himsel f
and speaks to us through the Scr iptures to lead us to him, St Bonaventure of  Bagnoregio
says: “Holy Scr ipture. . .  i ts  words are words of  eternal  l i fe,  and i t  is  wr i t ten not just  so that
we should bel ieve, but special ly so that we should possess eternal  l i fe in which we may
see, and love, and have al l  our desires fu l f i l led” (Brevi loquium ,  Prologue ;  Opera Omnia V,
201f.) .  Last ly,  Blessed Pope John Paul  I I  recal led that “Revelat ion has set wi th in history a
point  of  reference which cannot be ignored i f  the mystery of  human l i fe is to be known. Yet
this knowledge refers back constant ly to the mystery of  God which the human mind cannot
exhaust but can only receive and embrace in fa i th”  (Encycl ical  Fides et  Rat io ,  n.  14).

Therefore,  in th is perspect ive,  what is the act  of  fa i th? I t  is  man’s answer to God’s
Revelat ion that is made known and expresses his plan of  love; to use an August in ian
expression i t  is  let t ing onesel f  be grasped by the Truth that  is God, a Truth that  is Love.
St Paul  stresses that s ince God has revealed his mystery we owe him “ the obedience of
fa i th”  (Rom 16:26; cf .  1:5;  2 Cor 10:5-6),  by which at t i tude “man freely commits his ent i re
sel f  to God, making ‘ the fu l l  submission of  h is intel lect  and wi l l  to God who reveals ’ ,  and
wi l l ingly assent ing to the Revelat ion given by him” (Dogmatic Const i tut ion,  Dei Verbum ,
n.  5) .  Al l  th is leads to a fundamental  change in the way of  re lat ing to real i ty as a whole;
everything appears in a new l ight  so i t  is  a t rue “conversion”,  fa i th is a “change of
mental i ty” .  This is because God revealed himsel f  in Chr ist  and made his plan of  love
known, he takes hold of  us,  he draws us to him, he becomes the meaning that sustains l i fe,
the rock on which to f ind stabi l i ty .  In the Old Testament we f ind a concentrated saying on
fai th which God entrusted to the Prophet Isaiah so that he might communicate i t  to Ahaz,
King of  Judah. God says, “ I f  you wi l l  not  bel ieve” — that is,  i f  you are not fa i thful  to God —
“surely you shal l  not  be establ ished” ( Is 7:9b).  Thus there is a connect ion between being
and understanding which clear ly expresses that fa i th is welcoming in l i fe God’s v iew of
real i ty,  i t  is  let t ing God guide us wi th his words and sacraments in understanding what we
should do, what journey we should make, how we should l ive.  Yet at  the same t ime i t  is ,
precisely,  understanding according to God and seeing with his eyes that makes l i fe sure,
that enables us to “stand” rather than fal l .

Dear f r iends, Advent,  the l i turgical  Season that we have just  begun and that prepares us
for Holy Chr istmas, sets us before the luminous mystery of  the coming of  the Son of  God,
the great “benevolent purpose” wi th which he wishes to draw us to him, to enable us to l ive
in fu l l  communion of  joy and peace with him. Advent invi tes us once again,  in the midst
of  so many di f f icul t ies,  to renew the certainty that  God is present:  he entered the wor ld,
making himsel f  man, a man l ike us,  to fu l f i l  h is plan of  love. And God asks that we too
become a sign of  h is act ion in the wor ld.  Through our fa i th,  our hope and our char i ty,  he
wants to enter the wor ld ever anew and wants ever anew to make his l ight  shine out in
our dark night.

To special  groups:

I  of fer  a cordial  welcome to the pi lgr image group from the Archdiocese of  Mi lwaukee. My
greet ing also goes to the Angl ican vis i tors f rom Ardingly Col lege. I  thank the choir  for  their
praise of  God in song. Upon al l  the Engl ish-speaking pi lgr ims, including the groups from
Austral ia and the United States of  America,  I  invoke God’s blessings of  joy and peace.

Last ly I  greet the young people ,  the sick and the newlyweds .  The Season of  Advent that
has just  begun is l i t  up in these days by the radiant example of  the Immaculate Virgin.
May she encourage you, dear young people on your journey of  adherence to Chr ist .  For
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you, dear sick people ,  may Mary be your support  for  a renewed exper ience of  adherence
to Chr ist .  And for you, dear newlyweds ,  may she be your guide in bui ld ing your fami ly.

APPEAL

Disturbing news is cont inuing to arr ive of  the grave humanitar ian cr is is in the east of
the Democrat ic Republ ic of  the Congo which has been the scene of  armed conf l ic ts and
violence for months.  A large part  of  the populat ion lacks basic food and thousands of
inhabi tants have been obl iged to f lee their  homes to seek refuge elsewhere. I  therefore
renew my appeal  for  d ia logue and for reconci l iat ion and ask the internat ional  community
to do i ts utmost to meet the people’s needs
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