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PASTORAL LETTER FROM THE BISHOP
appointed to be read
in all churches and chapels of the Diocese of Portsmouth
on 26th May 2019, the Sixth Sunday of Easter.
VERBUM DEI
Dear Pilgrims,
At the end of the readings at Mass, the reader says Verbum Domini (‘The
Word of the Lord’), to which we all respond Deo gratias (‘Thanks be to God’). I
want to explore this - but, first, to announce that next year, 2020, our Diocese
of Portsmouth, along with the whole Church in England and Wales, is going
to keep a special Year of the Bible called ‘The God Who speaks.’1 2020 is the
1600th anniversary of St. Jerome and the 10th anniversary of Pope Benedict’s
remarkable document, Verbum Domini.2 More on this in a moment.
Let me start with a word about the bible. People glibly suggest we read it, yet
the bible is long; it’s a whole library of literature.3 The Old Testament has 46
books of chronicles, poetry, laws and prophecy. The New Testament has 27
books of history, apocalyptic, letters and the four Gospels that record Jesus’s
life, and form its heart and highpoint.4 As Catholics, we don’t believe, in a
fundamentalist sense, that every word of the bible is a ‘literal fact.’5 What we
do believe is that the bible is inspired by the Holy Spirit. It contains and
expresses in the language and concepts of its day the teaching and saving
truth that God wants to communicate to us.6 Nor do we believe that anyone
can simply pick up a bible and interpret it. The bible is the Church’s book.7 To
understand it, you have to read it within the Church’s Tradition and
Teaching.8 After all, it took time for the present collection of books to come
together and it was Pope Damasus in the fourth century who commissioned
its definitive translation.9 So when you see someone holding a bible, always
exclaim with a loving sigh: “Praise God – there’s the Church’s Bible!”

Jesus said: “The truth will set you free.”10 Error and ambiguity, in contrast,
enslave and confuse, which is why throughout her history the Church has
always sought to express her doctrines with great care and clarity. In today’s
culture, with its noisy plurality of views, many toxic, we must do our best to
hold firmly to the orthodox teaching of Jesus. This is crucial because these
doctrines express truth not only about God but about how to be human,
about happiness and eternal life. As disciples of Christ, we live ‘under’ the
Word of God, and so we must constantly and intentionally reconcile our
thinking with that of Scripture, Tradition and Church teaching.11 Every human
person has a mind, a will, a heart. Doctrine is like food for the mind, but it
also nourishes the heart with love and it spurs us on to service and action.12
All the Church’s doctrines are rooted in the Scriptures. This is why, in the
same way we receive Holy Communion at Mass with devotion, we should
listen to the readings with devotion, eagerly ingesting God’s Word.13 For that
Word is a Person, God the Son, Jesus Christ. In this way we invite the Blessed
Trinity to dwell in our hearts, just as Jesus promises in today’s Gospel: “If
anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we
shall come to him and make our home with him.”14
To return to 2020, in our Diocese of Portsmouth I would like us to follow-up
the Year of the Bible in 2021 with a Year of the Eucharist. This will give us as a
Diocese the opportunity for a deep ‘spiritual re-boot.’ I pray these two Years
will deepen us and unify us, filling us with passion for mission, formation and
catechesis, service and charitable action. In this way we can really begin to
put into practice our grand vision of Bringing People Closer to Jesus Christ
through His Church. So I ask everyone to start thinking now about how to
know our faith better, how to grow in enthusiasm for God’s Word, how to
improve our preaching and how to deepen our understanding of the
readings we hear at Mass. Every home should have a bible and every parish a
Book of the Gospels for use at Mass, reverenced with candles and incense. I
ask all our schools to teach students how to undertake lectio divina, 15 how to
pray using the Scriptures.16 Taking care it is an approved version, might our
parishes buy their school a class set of bibles for this? And could parishes
keep some bibles at the back of church for people to use in prayer? Indeed, in
your own prayer-time, ask yourself: Which is my favourite bible-story? Why
not pray next Sunday’s Gospel? Or download the Gospels to your smartphone
or tablet? Or tune into the weekly Wednesday Webinar advertised in e-News?
Or join a bible-study group? To assist readers at Mass to develop further the
skills this ministry requires, we will be providing a series of workshops leading
to a diocesan recognitio. I also intend to distribute to every Mass-goer in the
Diocese a copy of the Gospel to carry with them in their pocket.
To conclude, St. Jerome once said: “Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance
of Christ”.17 Ultimately every line of Scripture speaks of Jesus.18 The bible’s
greatest story is the kerygma, the proclamation of Christ, His birth, life, death
and resurrection for you and for me. Sometimes, erroneously, it is said that
Christianity is a religion of the book. It isn’t; it’s about a Person.19 Yet we are
profoundly grateful to God for giving us His Word in a written form, so that
we can read, study, reflect on it and love it, putting it into practice. Just as the
Word became flesh in the Virgin’s womb by the power of the Holy Spirit, so
by the same Spirit, sacred Scripture has been born from the womb of the

Church.20 In this way, the bible is like a sacrament: it brings us into living
union with Jesus, and through Him, with the Father and the Holy Spirit.
So as we plan ahead for this Year of the God Who speaks, let us ask Mary, the
Mother of God’s Incarnate Word, to pray for us. At the Annunciation, She
gave us an inspiring example of the best approach: She heard the Word,
believed it, pondered it in Her heart and put it into practice.21 Let’s also ask
our diocesan patrons to pray for us. Both of them dearly loved the Scriptures:
St. Edmund of Abingdon, an eloquent preacher, and Blessed Pier Giorgio
Frassati who applied the letters of St. Paul to his loving service of the poor.22
To their prayers for you and your loved ones, I add my own with best wishes.
In Corde Iesu
+ Philip
Bishop of Portsmouth
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5

“The basic problem with fundamentalist interpretation is that, refusing to take into account the historical
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