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Introduction

James J. Buckley, Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt, 
and Trent Pomplun

The Blackwell Companion to Catholicism is a volume in the series of Blackwell Compan-
ions. We intend this volume on Catholic life and thought to be neither a theological 
dictionary nor an encyclopedia on matters Catholic. A companion, in its etymological 
sense, is someone who joins us at the table, someone with whom we share bread, and 
someone whose conversation we enjoy. The companions in this Companion, then, seek 
to engage their readers in an informed and informative conversation about Roman 
Catholic life and thought.

The essays in this Companion are addressed to educated persons who wish to 
broaden and deepen their knowledge of Catholic life and thought – whether because 
they are Catholic or because they have an interest in matters Catholic for personal or 
other reasons. We hope that the combination of brief surveys and detailed analyses 
will make the book useful for beginners as well as interesting for those who already 
know a good deal about Catholicism.

Many readers of this Companion will no doubt browse its essays and read only those 
that interest them. Other readers will use it as an overview that, read in its entirety, 
can guide them through Catholic life and thought. To help these readers we have orga-
nized this Companion around two distinctions. The first is the distinction between time 
and space, and the second is the distinction between theory and practice. Parts I (Cath-
olic Histories) and II (Catholic Cultures) address the first distinction. Parts III (Catholic 
Doctrines) and IV (Catholic Practices) address the second distinction. We have tried to 
develop a common structure within each section, even as we allowed authors freedom 
to develop their topics in ways they saw fit.

Thus we asked the authors in Part I (Catholic Histories) to keep in mind the other 
sections of the Companion, and therefore to describe the cultures, thoughts, and 
practices of Catholicism historically. The essays in this first Part, and indeed in the 
Companion as a whole, try to walk the line between general introduction and special-
ized study. We asked the authors to provide a brief survey of the time period being 
discussed as well as a more in-depth discussion of a person, movement, debate or 



event that embodies its distinctive aspects or tensions. We asked the authors in Part II 
(Catholic Cultures) to provide a “snapshot” or a “thick description” of Catholic life and 
thought in the diverse countries and cultures of a particular geographical area. Each 
contains a brief history of Catholicism in the area under discussion (supplementing 
the histories of Part I), some ethnographic descriptions, and pertinent economic and 
sociological data. To help strike a balance between a general survey and an in-depth 
study, we asked authors to devote part of their essay to one or two figures, movements, 
debates or events that illustrate the distinct shape of Catholicism in that area and the 
sometimes surprising traits it may share with others. The chapters in Part III (Cath-
olic Doctrines) introduce readers to the major topics of Catholic theology, including 
both official doctrinal positions and important contemporary debates. We asked each 
author to address the roots of his or her topic in Scripture and tradition and today. 
Because the teaching office of the bishops, including the bishop of Rome, is essential 
to Catholic life and thought, we also asked that all essays should, where appropri-
ate, clearly and accurately present the official teachings of the Church and, where 
appropriate, candidly recognize places where disagreement exists among the Cath-
olic faithful. Part IV (Catholic Practices) contains chapters on selected activities that 
constitute Catholic life and thought. Because of Catholicism’s long history and present 
diversity, these essays are even more selective than those in other sections. Nonethe-
less, we think they capture some of the breadth of Catholic life by showing how it has 
shaped and been shaped by art, politics, science, and spirituality, among other things. 
Again, we asked the authors to offer not only a general survey of their topic but also a 
more in-depth discussion of representative figures, movements, or debates.

The distinctions between Histories and Cultures, Doctrines and Practices are heu-
ristic devices and do not name isolated areas of inquiry. These distinctions cannot be 
made too neatly. Thus the essays on Catholic histories will have reference to various 
cultures, doctrines, and practices; the essays on practices will appeal to particular 
times and places as well as the doctrinal foundations of practices, and so forth. While 
we recognize that all thought is shaped by life’s practices, and all history by culture, 
we hope that this structure will guide both the reader who desires a comprehensive 
survey and the one who wishes to focus on specific areas of Catholic life and thought. 
We invite readers to think, talk, and debate the picture of Catholicism that emerges 
from these pages.

The cover has one sort of picture: a selection from the icon, designed by Marco Ivan 
Rupnik SJ that constitutes the Redemptoris Mater chapel a few yards from the resi-
dence of the Bishop of Rome. Visitors can view the whole chapel from the website of 
the Holy See (www.vatican.va). Here they will see that the icon is, in some ways, very 
traditional: tessera of stone, with scenes from Old and New Testaments, incorporating 
past and contemporary saints, East and West. But it is in other ways very untradi-
tional. The icon covers everything but the floor of the chapel with 600 square meters 
of mosaic with no traditional frame to constrain it. Further, the stones are of varying 
dimensions, placed in motion as if God is here in the process of transforming the mat-
erial cosmos into the new heaven and new earth envisioned in the Book of Revelation.

This Companion makes no pretense to have the unity, much less the beauty, of the 
Redemptoris Mater chapel. But perhaps it hides a whispered echo. The unity of these 
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distinctively human Histories, Cultures, Doctrines, and Practices will be complex and 
imperfect. For example, no Companion written in a single language at a single time can 
reflect the diversity of Catholic life and thought. We also wish we had more artists, 
activists, pastors, and journalists to complement the dominance of academic authors 
for Catholic theology and practices. But we remind readers that the unity of Cathol-
icism is centered less on these Catholic Histories, Cultures, Doctrines, and Practices 
than on the triune God who creates the whole world for communion with God, who 
elects Israel to be a blessing for the nations, who is incarnate in Jesus Christ, and who 
sends the Pentecostal Spirit to form a community of Jew and Gentile, male and female, 
slave and free. Even at its best (which it usually is not), our companionship is mere 
image of that triune communion.

Our thanks to David Haddad (Vice President for Academic Affairs at Loyola College), 
Anne Young (Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs), and Loyola College’s 
Center for the Humanities for supporting our work on this volume. Our thanks also 
in particular to Devon Lynch-Huggins for her invaluable help in preparing the manu-
script for publication.

James J. Buckley, Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt, and Trent Pomplun
Loyola College in Maryland
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CHAPTER 1

The Old Testament

Claire Mathews McGinnis

Introduction

Christian sacred Scripture – the Bible – consists of a collection of compositions in two 
major sections, known as the Old and New Testaments. For Roman Catholics, the Old 
Testament contains 46 books. Produced by the ancient Israelite and Jewish commu-
nities in a period spanning roughly from the thirteenth century BCE (for the earliest 
oral traditions) to the first century BCE, most of these books were written in Hebrew, 
except for small portions written in Greek and Aramaic. That 39 of the 46 Old Testa-
ment books also comprise the Bible of Judaism (often referred to as the Hebrew Bible) 
serves as a tangible reminder of the context of Christianity’s origins.

The Old Testament witnesses to the Israelites’ experience of God from the very earli-
est period, the period of the patriarchs, into the period of the Second Temple, at which 
point, in the Christian Bible, the New Testament picks up with the life of Jesus. The 
Israelites’ experience of God is marked by a series of covenants through which God 
and Israel are bound by mutual love and obligation. A central question for the New 
Testament writers and for the Christian community from early on was how the new 
covenant that God enacts through Jesus relates to the covenants of the Old Testament, 
particularly the covenant made at Mt Sinai which serves as a foundation for Jewish 
observance.

The literature of the New Testament is woven through with allusions and explicit 
references to texts of the Old Testament. That this is so reflects the attempts of the very 
earliest followers of Jesus to comprehend the significance of his life and death by means 
of their (Jewish) Scripture. It also equally reflects their conviction that the “gospel” or 
good news of Jesus Christ is integrally related to the good news of what God has done 
for Israel and the world as recounted in the Old Testament. For Christians, the good 
news of Jesus is, on the one hand, a continuation of the story that begins in the opening 
chapters of the Old Testament, but, on the other, it is also more than this; for in Jesus is 
revealed the fullest expression of what God intended for the world in its creation and in 
the divine election of Israel. In short, Jesus reveals God’s intention for humanity, but 
the meaning of Jesus for humanity is unintelligible apart from the Old Testament.



The Canon of the Old Testament

That the Catholic Old Testament includes more than seven books not found in either 
the Hebrew Bible or the Protestant Old Testament bears some explanation. The term 
Bible comes from the Greek Ta Biblia, which means literally, “the books,” although 
originally the “books” of the Old Testament would have been written on scrolls con-
structed of parchment, that is, sheepskin. The size and weight of parchment defined to 
some extent how much material was included on one scroll. For example, while the 66 
chapters of Isaiah could fit on one scroll, the writings of all three of the major prophets 
could not. As a result, the collected words of the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel 
would each have circulated on their own scrolls, while the 12 smaller prophetic writ-
ings circulated on one. The various scrolls that became the Jewish Scripture evolved 
into a collection or “canon” over time. Into the first two centuries of the Common Era 
there was no fixed list of books deemed scriptural. While the contents of the first two 
sections of the Bible were already stable, that of the third division was not. Hence, we 
hear of Jesus referring to “the Law and the Prophets,” the first two traditional divisions 
of the Hebrew Bible, but not to its third, “the Writings.” (Luke 24:44 refers to the Law, 
the Prophets, and the Psalms.)

Because a sizeable population of Jews were living in the Greek-speaking Diaspora 
in the postexilic period it was necessary to translate the Hebrew texts into Greek. The 
Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible came to be known as the Septuagint because 
of a legend, recorded in the Letter of Aristeas to Philocrates, of its translation by 72 
elders (or alternatively, by 70, hence its abbreviation as LXX). New Testament and 
early Christian writers primarily depended on the Greek translation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, and continued to do so after the number of books in the Jewish canon was 
fixed. (The number settled on was 24, but this figure is based on a consideration of sev-
eral two-part books as one (e.g., I and II Samuel); on the Book of the Twelve prophets 
as one; and on Ezra-Nehemiah as one. Were we to count each of those as individual 
books, the number would be 39. The Septuagint, counted similarly, contains 46 books, 
as well as portions of Daniel and of Esther not found in the Hebrew version of those 
books.) While, from the settling of the Jewish canon at 24 books on, Christian writers 
variously preferred either the longer (Greek) or shorter (Hebrew) canon of Old Tes-
tament books, even those who preferred the shorter canon continued to quote from 
those books contained in the longer list. At the Council of Trent, in 1546, the Roman 
Church officially recognized a list of biblical books based on the Septuagint. Martin 
Luther rejected the books in the Septuagint not found also in the Hebrew canon as 
Scripture, resulting in a different Old Testament canon for Roman Catholic and Prot-
estant Christians, although Luther did publish these additional works in his German 
Bible as Apocrypha (non-scriptural works). In the Catholic tradition these books are 
referred to as deuterocanonical rather than apocryphal books.

A comparison of the contents and order of books in the Old Testament, based on the 
Hebrew Bible and on the Septuagint, is found in Table 1.1. The table illustrates the fol-
lowing differences between the canons of the Bible of Judaism and the Old Testament of 
the Christian Churches. First, both the Jewish and Christian canons begin with the five 
books of Moses and follow the same ordering of books through the “former prophets,” 
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Hebrew (Jewish) Bible
Torah
Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Prophets
Former prophets
Joshua
Judges

I and II Samuel
I and II Kings

Latter prophets
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel
The Book of the Twelve

Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

Writings
Psalms
Job
Proverbs
Ruth
Song of Songs
Ecclesiastes
Lamentations
Esther
Daniel
Ezra
Nehemiah
I and II Chronicles

Roman Catholic

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Joshua
Judges
Ruth
I and II Samuel
I and II Kings

I and II Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah

*Tobit
*Judith
Esther

*I and II Maccabees
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon

*Wisdom of Solomon
*Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations

*Baruch
Ezekiel
Daniel
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

Protestant

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Joshua
Judges
Ruth
I and II Samuel
I and II Kings

I and II Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah

Esther

Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations

Ezekiel
Daniel
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

Table 1.1 Canons of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
In the center list, * indicates a deuterocanonical book, i.e., one not counted in the Jewish or 
Protestant canons.
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ending with II Kings. In the Hebrew Bible, however, what follows is the collection of 
latter prophets – three larger and a grouping of twelve smaller prophetic collections; 
this collection of latter prophets comes last in the Protestant and Catholic canons. 
Second, while the Protestant canon contains the same number of books as the Hebrew 
Bible, the books are published in the same ordering as that of the Catholic canon. 
Third, the books of the Hebrew Bible that constitute the Writings appear in a slightly 
different order than in the Christian canons. The canons of the Orthodox Christian 
Churches, like the Roman Catholic Church, use the Septuagint as their bases.

Inspiration and Interpretation

A Catholic perspective on the divine inspiration of Scripture is set forth clearly in the 
Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, published during the Second Vatican 
Council. This document, more commonly known as Dei Verbum, recognizes that the 
books of the Old Testament were written by human authors who “made full use of 
their faculties and powers,” but who, at the same time, were also writing under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Thus, although the books are written “through human 
agents and in human fashion,” they also “have God as their author” (Dei Verbum 
11–12, Béchard, 2002).

This understanding of the inspired nature of the biblical books has important implica-
tions for how Catholics approach them. On the one hand, it is important to understand 
the texts as the work of human authors, paying attention to their culturally con-
ditioned ways of communicating – to language, genre, and modes of narration, for 
instance. On the other hand, if the Old Testament is to speak as a living text – as the 
word of God – then the mind of the reader must also be illumined by the work of the 
Spirit. This means that the task of understanding a biblical text on its own terms, as 
a document from a particular people, place, and time, is necessary to the process of 
interpretation but it is not sufficient. Scripture must also be interpreted in light of the 
Spirit that inspired it, and from this it follows that a reader must pay attention also 
“to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture” (Dei Verbum 12). Attention to the 
whole of Scripture represents a principle of Christian interpretation from the earliest 
days on: since the whole of Scripture is inspired by the Holy Spirit, any individual sec-
tion of Scripture is to be understood in the light of all the rest. For Christians, then, 
the Old Testament is read in relation to the New, just as the New Testament is read in 
relation to the Old. Dei Verbum, drawing on the words of St Augustine, describes the 
relationship of the two Testaments such that the New is “hidden in the Old and the Old 
[is] made manifest in the New” stating further,

For, although Christ established the New Covenant in his blood, nevertheless the books 
of the Old Testament, fully taken up in the Gospel proclamation, acquire and show forth 
their full meaning in the New Testament and in turn shed light on it and explain it. (16)

However, to say that the books of the Old Testament “show forth their full mean-
ing in the New Testament” in no way implies that these books are not of significant 
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and lasting value in their own right. The God who revealed God’s self, in words and 
deeds, in the long history of Israel’s covenantal relationships is the one true God, the 
same God who raised Jesus from the dead. Thus, not only does the Old Testament offer 
a compelling portrait of God, it also offers sound teaching about God, wisdom, and 
instruction for living, and, particularly in the book of Psalms, pedagogy in prayer (Dei 
Verbum 15).

As the living word of God, the Old and New Testaments offer nourishment for the 
faithful. Not surprisingly then, the reading of, and preaching on, Scripture plays a cen-
tral role in Christian worship. A Catholic Mass includes both a Liturgy of the Word and 
a Liturgy of the Eucharist. The former will typically include a reading from an Old Tes-
tament book, recitation of a Psalm, a reading from a New Testament epistle or book 
other than a gospel, and a reading from a New Testament gospel, followed by a homily 
which expounds on the Word. Personal study of the Scripture is also encouraged for 
individual Christians, for “Ignorance of the Word is Ignorance of Christ” (St Jerome). 
However, the interpretation of Scripture is never a wholly personal affair, as a reader 
must also take into account “the entire living Tradition of the whole Church” attend-
ing to the coherence of the truths of faith that have grown out of that tradition (Dei 
Verbum 12).

The earliest Christian interpretation of the Old Testament is that found in the com-
positions of the New Testament. The interpretive techniques used by the various New 
Testament writers were generally no different than those of the writers’ Jewish con-
temporaries. For instance, it was not uncommon to read the words of prophetic texts 
as addressing the situation of one’s own day, or to interpret one passage of Scripture 
by means of another. Similar hermeneutical practices do not render identical results, 
however. The New Testament writers’ conviction that Jesus is the Christ led them to 
understand various passages from the Old Testament books as pointing toward Christ, 
where their Jewish contemporaries did not. In as much as nascent Christianity was 
a Jewish sect rather than the distinct religion that it became, and in as much as the 
early Christian communities struggled to define themselves in relation to Judaism, 
it was quite important for the early Christians to search the Scriptures for those pas-
sages that illumined their experiences of the crucified and risen Lord, and to articulate 
the ways in which in him was found the fulfillment of the prophetic hope expressed in 
the Hebrew Bible. As important as this was, however, the Old Testament was not used 
simply as a prophetic pointer to Christ, but for ongoing instruction.

Both ways of reading the Old Testament, Christologically and otherwise, are evi-
denced in subsequent Christian interpretation. Early Christian writers described 
Scripture as having both a literal and a spiritual sense. These two senses of Scrip-
ture enable one to be enriched by the “plain sense” of the words, while also seeing in 
them prefigurations or allegorical references to the work of Christ. But the two senses 
have an added benefit: in the face of passages that confound the reader, as when, for 
instance, they seem to portray something unworthy of God, the reader is pointed 
beyond the literary obstacle to the spiritual sense of the text. (For a fuller history of the 
evolution of Christian interpretation in general, see chapter 2 on the New Testament.)

Unlike the New Testament which is uniquely Christian Scripture, the Hebrew Bible 
continued to serve as the Scripture of Judaism, and so alongside the Christian tradition 
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of interpretation of the Old Testament stands a lively and robust tradition of Jewish 
interpretation of those same books, recorded, most prominently, in the Talmud. The 
acceptance by Catholic scholars of historical critical approaches to Scripture has cre-
ated common ground for Catholic and Jewish scholars on which to work collaboratively, 
and official recognition that God’s covenant with Israel has never been revoked com-
mands respect among Catholics for the Jewish people and their tradition.

The Contents of the Old Testament

The Torah and former prophets

The Old Testament contains a variety of kinds of material, written over a large span 
of time. Even within the same book one sometimes finds the work of different authors 
from different time periods and points of view, along with very ancient material that 
assuredly circulated orally before being written down. A large segment of the Old Tes-
tament consists of narrative. Much of it is of historical value, while other pieces are 
apparently legendary. It contains a large corpus of legal material governing Israel’s 
religious practice as well as the more mundane aspects of Israelite life, which are 
also seen as an important aspect of a loving response to God. A substantial portion 
includes collected sayings of Israel’s prophets, proverbs, prayers, and other forms of 
discourse.

Tradition long held that Moses authored the first five books of the Bible, with the 
recognition that some parts – such as the report of Moses’ death – could only have been 
added by another hand. These five books, often referred to as the Torah or Pentateuch, 
are, in Jewish tradition, considered to be the center of Scripture if one imagines the 
Prophets and the Writings as comprising two concentric circles around it. The reason 
for the primacy given to the Torah is that in these books are recounted the promises 
made to Abraham, the liberation of his descendants from Egypt, the covenant that 
God makes with them on Mt Sinai and the legislation pertaining to that covenant, all 
of which are foundational for the practice of Judaism. Biblical scholars now recognize 
that the Pentateuch as a whole could not have been authored by Moses, since, as was 
noted above, even within its individual books one may find material reflecting different 
perspectives and different historical periods. Nonetheless the Torah presents a coher-
ent story of God’s election of, and relationship to, the people of Israel from the call of 
Abraham to the eve of their entry into the Promised Land.

Creation and the Fall

The first book, Genesis, opens with accounts of Creation and the rise of civilization. It 
is clear that the biblical authors’ accounts of Creation were not intended as an attempt 
to scientifically explain the origins of the natural world, if simply because a modern 
scientific perspective would have been quite alien to an ancient Israelite. Rather, as is 
the case with other ancient Near Eastern Creation stories, the biblical writers offered 
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