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Dear Brothers and Sisters,

In the Const i tut ion on Divine Revelat ion,  Dei Verbum ,  the Second Vat ican Counci l  states
that the int imate t ruth of  the whole Revelat ion of  God shines forth for  us “ in Chr ist ,  who
is himsel f  both the mediator and the sum total  of  Revelat ion” (n.  2) .  The Old Testament
tel ls us that  af ter  the Creat ion — in spi te of  or ig inal  s in,  in spi te of  man’s arrogance in
wishing to put himsel f  in his Creator ’s place — God once again of fers us the possibi l i ty  of
his f r iendship,  especial ly through the Covenant wi th Abraham and the journey of  a smal l
people,  the People of  Israel .  He did not choose this people wi th the cr i ter ia of  earthly power
but s imply out of  love. I t  was a choice that remains a mystery and reveals the sty le of  God
who cal ls some, not in order to exclude the others,  but  so that they may serve as a br idge
that leads to him. A choice is always a choice for the other.  In the history of  the People of
Israel  we can retrace the stages of  a long journey dur ing which God made himsel f  known,
revealed himsel f ,  and entered history wi th words and act ions.  In order to do this he used
mediators,  such as Moses, the Prophets and the Judges, who communicated his wi l l  to
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the people,  reminding them of the requirement of  fa i thfulness to the Covenant and keeping
al ive their  expectat ion of  the complete and def in i t ive fu l f i lment of  the div ine promises.

At Holy Chr istmas we contemplated the real izat ion of  these very promises: the Revelat ion
of God reaching i ts culminat ion,  i ts fu l lness.  In Jesus of  Nazareth God real ly v is i ted his
people,  he v is i ted humanity in a manner that  surpassed every expectat ion:  he sent his
Only-Begotten Son: God himsel f  became man. Jesus does not te l l  us something about God,
he does not merely speak of  the Father but is the Revelat ion of  God, because he is God
and thus reveals the face of  God. In the Prologue to his Gospel  St John wrote:  “no one
has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father,  he has made him
known” (Jn 1:18).

I  would l ike to dwel l  on the phrase: “reveals God’s face”.  In th is regard St John, in
his Gospel ,  records for  us a s igni f icant event that  we have just  heard.  When he was
approaching the Passion, Jesus reassured his disciples,  asking them not to be afraid and
to have fai th;  he then begins a conversat ion wi th them in which he talks about God the
Father (cf .  Jn 14:2-9).  At  a certain point  the Apost le Phi l ip asked Jesus: “Lord,  show us
the Father,  and we shal l  be sat isf ied” (Jn 14:8).  Phi l ip was very pract ical  and prosaic,  he
even said what we ourselves would l ike to say:  “we want to see him, show us the Father” ,
he asks to “see” the Father,  to see his face. Jesus’  answer is a reply not only to Phi l ip but
also to us and i t  ushers us into the heart  of  Chr istological  fa i th;  the Lord af f i rmed: “he who
has seen me has seen the Father”  (Jn 14:9).  These words sum up the newness of  the New
Testament,  that  newness which appeared in the Bethlehem Grotto:  God can be seen, God
has shown his face, he is v is ib le in Jesus Christ .

The theme of the “quest for  God’s face”,  the desire to know this face, the desire to see God
as he is,  is  c lear ly present throughout the Old Testament,  to the extent that  the Hebrew
term p#nîm ,  which means “ face”,  recurs 400 t imes, and refers to God 100 t imes. One
hundred t imes i t  refers to God: to the wish to see God’s face is expressed 100 t imes.
Yet the Jewish rel ig ion absolutely forbids images, for  God cannot be portrayed as,  on the
contrary,  he was portrayed by the neighbour ing peoples who worshipped idols;  therefore
with th is prohibi t ion of  images the Old Testament seems total ly to exclude any “seeing”
from worship and from devot ion.  Yet what did seeking God’s face mean to the devout
Israel i te,  who knew that there could be no depict ion of  i t? The quest ion is important:  there
was a wish on the one hand to say that God cannot be reduced to an object ,  l ike an image
that can be held in the hand, nor can anything be put in God’s place; on the other,  i t  was
aff i rmed that God has a face — meaning he is a “you” who can enter into a relat ionship —
and who has not wi thdrawn into his heavenly dwel l ing place, looking down at  humanity f rom
on high. God is certainly above al l  th ings,  but he addresses us,  he l is tens to us,  he sees
us, he speaks to us,  he makes a covenant,  he is capable of  love. The history of  salvat ion is
the history of  God with humanity,  i t  is  the history of  th is relat ionship of  God who gradual ly
reveals himsel f  to man, who makes himsel f ,  h is face, known.

At the very beginning of  the year,  on 1 January,  we heard in the l i turgy the most beaut i fu l
prayer of  b lessing upon the people:  “May the Lord Bless you and keep you. May the Lord
make his face shine on you, and be gracious to you. May the Lord uncover his face to you
and br ing you peace (Num 6:24-26).  The splendour of  the div ine face is the source of  l i fe,
i t  is  what makes i t  possible to see real i ty;  the l ight  of  h is face is guidance for l i fe.  In the
Old Testament there is a f igure wi th whom the theme of “ the face of  God” is connected in a
special  way: Moses. The man whom God chose to set  h is people f ree f rom slavery in Egypt,
giv ing him the Law of the Covenant and leading him to the Promised Land. Wel l ,  in Chapter
33 of  the Book of  Exodus i t  says that Moses had a c lose and conf ident ia l  re lat ionship wi th
God: “The Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his f r iend” (v.
11).  By v i r tue of  th is t rust ,  Moses was able to ask God: “show me your glory”,  and God’s
response was clear:  “ I  wi l l  make al l  my goodness pass before you, and wi l l  proclaim before
you my name”…. But he said “you cannot see my face; for  man shal l  not  see me and l ive.
… There is a place by me.. . .  You shal l  see my back; but my face shal l  not  be seen” (vv.
18-23).  Thus on the one hand there was the face-to-face conversat ion as between fr iends,
but on the other,  the impossibi l i ty  in th is l i fe of  seeing the face of  God which remained
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hidden; s ight  is restr icted. The Fathers said that  these words, “you shal l  see my back”,
meant you can only fo l low Christ  and in fo l lowing him you see the mystery of  God from
behind; God can be fol lowed by seeing his back.

Something completely new happened, however,  wi th the Incarnat ion.  The search for God’s
face was given an unimaginable turning-point ,  because this t ime this face could be seen:
i t  is  the face of  Jesus, of  the Son of  God who became man. In him the process of  the
Revelat ion of  God, which began with Abraham’s cal l ,  f inds fu l f i lment in the One who is
the ful lness of  th is Revelat ion,  because he is the Son of  God, he is both “ the mediator
and the sum total  of  Revelat ion” (Dogmatic Const i tut ion Dei Verbum ,  n.  2) ,  the content of
Revelat ion and the Revealer coincide in him. Jesus shows us God’s face and makes God’s
name known to us.  In the Pr iest ly Prayer at  the Last Supper he says to the Father:  “ I  have
manifested your name to the men.. .  I  made known to them your name” (cf .  Jn 17:6;  6,  26).
The phrase: “name of God”,  means God as the One who is present among men and women.
God had revealed his name to Moses by the burning bush, that  is ,  he had made i t  possible
to cal l  on him, had given a tangible s ign of  h is “being” among human beings. Al l  th is found
ful f i lment and complet ion in Jesus: he inaugurated God’s presence in history in a new way,
because whoever sees him, sees the Father,  as he said to Phi l ip (cf .  Jn 14:9).  Chr ist iani ty,
St Bernard said,  is  the “rel ig ion of  God’s word”;  yet  “not a wr i t ten and mute word, but an
incarnate and l iv ing” (Homil ia Super Missus Est ,  4,  11:  p l  183, 86b).  In the patr ist ic and
medieval  t radi t ion a special  formula is used to express th is real i ty:  i t  says that Jesus is the
Verbum abbreviatum (cf .  Rom 9:28, wi th a reference to Is 10:23),  the abbreviated Word,
the short  and essent ia l  Word of  the Father who has told us al l  about him. In Jesus the
whole Word is present.

In Jesus too the mediat ion between God and man at ta ins fu l f i lment.  In the Old Testament
there is an array of  f igures who carr ied out th is role,  in part icular Moses, the del iverer,
the guide, the “mediator”  of  the Covenant,  as he is def ined in the New Testament (cf .
Gal  3:19; Acts 7:35; Jn 1:17).  Jesus, t rue God and true man, is not s imply one of  the
mediators between God and man but rather “ the mediator”  of  the new and eternal  Covenant
(cf .  Heb 8:6;  9:15; 12:24);  “ for  there is one God”,  Paul  says,  “and there is one mediator
between God and men, the man Christ  Jesus” (1 Tim 2:5 cf .  Gal  3:19-20).  In him we see
and encounter the Father;  in him we can cal l  upon God with the name of “Abba, Father” ;
in him we are given salvat ion.

The desire to know God truly,  that  is ,  to see God’s face, is innate in every human being,
even in atheists.  And perhaps we unconsciously have this wish s imply to see who he is,
what he is,  who he is for  us.  However th is desire is fu l f i l led in fo l lowing Christ ,  in th is way
we see his back and, in the end, we see God too as a f r iend, in Chr ist ’s face we see his
face. The important th ing is that  we not only fo l low Christ  in our needy moments or when
we f ind a s lot  in our dai ly occupat ions,  but in our l i fe as such. The whole of  our l i fe must be
or iented to meet ing Jesus Christ ,  to loving him; and, in our l i fe we must al locate a central
place to loving our neighbour,  that  love which, in the l ight  of  the Cruci f ied One, enables
us to recognize the face of  Jesus in the poor,  in the weak and in the suffer ing.  This is only
possible i f  the t rue face of  Jesus has become fami l iar  to us through l is tening to his word,
in an inner conversat ion wi th him, in enter ing th is word so that we truly meet him, and of
course, in the Mystery of  the Euchar ist .  In the Gospel  of  St  Luke the passage about the two
disciples of  Emmaus recognize Jesus in the breaking of  bread is important;  prepared by
the journey with him, by the invi tat ion to stay wi th them that they had addressed to him and
by the conversat ion that made their  hearts burn wi th in them, in the end they saw Jesus.
For us too the Euchar ist  is  the great school  in which we learn to see God’s face, we enter
into a c lose relat ionship wi th him; and at  the same t ime we learn to turn our gaze to the
f inal  moment of  h istory when he wi l l  sat isfy us wi th the l ight  of  h is face. On earth when
we are walk ing towards this fu l lness,  in the joyful  expectat ion that the Kingdom of God wi l l
real ly be brought about.  Thank you.

To special  groups:
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Dear Brothers and Sisters,  I  am pleased to greet al l  the Engl ish-speaking vis i tors present
at  today’s Audience, including the pi lgr image groups from Austral ia and the United States
of America.  My part icular greet ing goes to the pi lgr ims from the Cathol ic Near East Welfare
Associat ion.  I  a lso welcome the deacons from Saint  Paul  Seminary and the many col lege
and universi ty students present.  May the l ight  of  the Lord’s face shine upon al l  of  you and
f i l l  you with his r ichest blessings of  joy and peace!

The Week of  Prayer for  Chr ist ian Uni ty begins the day af ter  tomorrow, Fr iday,  18 January.
This year i ts theme is:  “What does God require of  us?”,  inspired by a passage of  the
Prophet Micah (cf .  Mi 6:6-8).  I  invi te everyone to pray,  asking God with insistence for the
great gi f t  of  uni ty among al l  d isciples of  the Lord.  May the inexhaust ib le power of  the Holy
Spir i t  encourage us to be sincerely commit ted to seeking uni ty so that we may al l  profess
together that  Jesus is the Saviour of  the wor ld.  Many thanks.

© Copyr ight  2013 -  L ibrer ia Edi t r ice Vat icana


