Ctime532

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

Credo for 7th July 2002

Fr Francis Marsden

Hidden from the clever and learned


Italics:  “At that time Jesus declared:  “I thank Thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that Thou hast hidden these things from the wise and the learned and revealed them to infants; yes, Father for such was Thy good pleasure.” Close italics


Jesus’ first mission has not been successful in worldly terms. He has gathered a few disciples from the peasant class, but the professional religious, the scribes and Pharisees, have given Him the cold shoulder. Jesus sometimes rebukes the teachers of the Law and criticises the professional religious classes.


It is a sad paradox that the more a person is absorbed by what God has done in the past, the harder it may become to welcome new works of God in the present.


Perhaps I should declare a vested interest right now. Catholic priests belong to the caste of “religious professionals.” To hold a Roman Licentiate is to have passed through the Catholic equivalent of the Jerusalem rabbinical schools. So you can take my comments with a large pinch of salt, or regard them as special pleading.

Revealed to the simple

Jesus’s words remind us that the grandmother in the pew with her Rosary and Padre Pio pictures may well be much closer to God than a priest or a bishop, although she has neither letters after her name nor “Father” before it.


Book knowledge and complex theology are not everything. “It did not please God to save his people through arguments.”  (St Ambrose) God is not constrained by the thoughts of the human mind.

The Father can reveal Himself as fully to unlettered folk, to children or the handicapped, as to professors of theology at Oxford or Cambridge. Indeed those who are “babes” or “spiritual children” may know God more deeply than lofty academics - certainly those who disdain to fall before Him upon their knees.

Avoiding fideism

Now one interpretation of Jesus’ words, which I believe is erroneous, would urge Christians to avoid learning and theology. It would exalt a simple unlettered faith and recommend acceptance of the words of the Bible just as they stand, despising study and research. It would regard reasoning about the Christian faith and asking questions as a temptation of the devil to lure away the elect. It would preach that only one Book has significance for Christians, the Bible, and that no other books are necessary in order to be certain about God’s will.


This is not a Catholic approach. It verges on fideism and fundamentalism.

Church esteems human reason

For very good reason Pope John Paul II’s latest Encyclical was entitled “Faith and Reason.”  Reason, united with faith, can help us in our journey towards God. However, reason and knowledge without faith are likely to make us “puffed up,” as St Paul warns in 1 Cor 8:1. “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.”


The Church has always stood for a careful balance between faith and reason. She honours learning and holiness in the lives of the great Saints and Doctors of the Church: Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, John Henry Newman and so on. 

We recall the child Jesus conversing with the Doctors of the Law in the Temple at the age of twelve. We honour Mary as Sedes Sapientiae, the Seat of Wisdom, and Patroness of theology, because she “pondered these things in her heart.”


The Church too is called upon to ponder, to think, to meditate and explore. A Church which has ceased to think will soon become corrupt or fossilised.

As the founder of Europe’s oldest universities, the Catholic Church is not anti-intellectual. In Europe, as Christian faith dwindles, I suspect we shall see the Catholic Church standing out increasingly as the defender of human reason against irrationality. As secular society blunders into the marshes of relativism, doubting even the existence of objective truth, it is Catholic philosophy which upholds the human capacity to analyse, to judge and to know. 

In the New Age myths and cults, which are now filling our society’s spiritual void, irrationality abounds. The abandonment of Christianity brings in its wake sooner or later the abandonment of reason. Nazism was a prime example of this.

Limits of reason

At the same time, the Church understands well that the human intellect, easily swollen by its own self-importance, is apt to go off the rails. The intellect needs to be kept within the household of faith. Scholars are not a law unto themselves, but at the service of the “deposit of faith” guarded by the Magisterium. 

When Rome has to correct Hans Kung, Tissa Balasuriya, Charles Curran and the “immoralists”, Teilhard de Chardin or the Modernists, she is actually defending the faith experience of Jesus’ “little ones” in today’s Gospel.

 “Knowledge is power,” runs the adage. The academic and ecclesiastical worlds are not without those who use their talents for self-aggrandisement. This is a permanent temptation and danger for all whom God has blessed with a generous share of brains. Knowledge however should be used for service, to help others to grow and to find God. 

Jesus’ criticism of the “learned and clever” is aimed therefore not against learning in itself, but against those who would use their knowledge as a weapon to keep others down, to affirm their own self-importance and autonomy.

The limits of autonomy


Our society places a high value on autonomy and self-determination - doing my own thing: my choices, my life, my liberty, my time and my money. The       Gospel invites us to freely and lovingly surrender this autonomy, to find our identity as trusting children of the heavenly Father.



Jesus is the perfect example of the “child of the Father” for He is the only-begotten Son. He lives in an attitude of receptivity to the Father, and receives all His life as gift from the Father. It is in this that we are called to emulate Him.

Communication is impeded between God and those who take pride in their own knowledge. To rely overmuch upon one’s own intellectual ability is like wanting to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge (Genesis 3:5), without reference to the Creator. Pride is the root of all sin, and humility the route to all holiness.

It is those who abandon themselves to God’s will who reach intimacy and “connaturality” with Him. Those who humble themselves will be exalted. God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble (James 4:6).  Only the humble in heart can receive true wisdom and understanding of God and his ways. 

Italics:    “Come to me all you who labour and are heavily burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke  upon you, and learn from me; for I am meek and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden light”  Close italics.

Here Jesus describes himself as “meek and humble in heart.” A true appreciation of these terms helps us to avoid visualising our Saviour as the sugary, milkwater and effete parody which some artists portray. 


The Greek word translated as “meek” or “gentle,” is praus. It does indeed mean mild or gracious, and has a lovely sense of courtesy about it. Aristotle explained the virtue of meekness, praotes. 

Every virtue lies at the mean between two extremes. Praotes is the golden mean between the vices of orgilotes, excessive anger, and aorgesia, blank indifference. Meekness is the virtue which errs neither towards bad temper nor spineless incompetence.

Praus and its Latin translation mitis are also the adjectives used to describe a wild animal which has been tamed, for example, a wild horse which has learnt to be obedient to the bridle and bit. It is not “a spineless gentleness, a sentimental fondness, a passive quietism.” (Barclay)

Meekness is not therefore the virtue of a weak man, but the virtue of a strong man who has his strength under control. For a Christian, this means a person who has placed his character under God’s grace.

This brings us to the second phrase which Jesus used to describe himself: “tapeinos en kardia,” lowly or humble in heart. The word tapeinos carried a negative resonance in the classical world of Greece and Rome, which like our own age exalted freedom and despised the subjection of the lowly, the mean, the insignificant, the tapeinoi.

The Scriptures, however, set humanity under God’s rule and extol obedient service to God and one’s neighbour. God lifts up and vindicates those who are humble and lowly. In the Magnificat Mary sings: “He has looked upon the lowliness of his handmaiden. . . He has put down the mighty from their thrones, and exalted the lowly.” The poor in spirit are blessed.

Jesus too is lowly in heart. He is humble, tapeinos, of His own free choice, in service to the Father’s will. He came on earth as a carpenter’s son, a common workman, not as the princeling of a royal court.  He had nowhere to lay his head. He shares His time and attention generously with sinners and the despised. In Him is our peace and rest for our souls.

