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Dear Friends of the Catholic Biblical Federation,

The option for the poor, analysis of the structures of injustice, Small Christian
Communities as germ cells of Christian life, the involvement of the laity in the
Church’s mission – these and related concerns have in recent decades marked the
Church of Latin American, which finds such a powerful source for its vitality in
the Word of God, and have made their way from there into the world Church.
These themes are often associated with two general assemblies of the Council of
the Bishops’ Conferences of Latin America and the Caribbean (CELAM), a 
member of the CBF: the meeting in Medellín in 1968, while implementing a 

number of the impulses of the Second Vatican Council, gave impetus to ecclesial processes of enormous
vitality and creativity. It emphasized the dynamic character of the Word of God as a driving force of
Church communities, recommended the training of biblical scholars, recommended a biblical spirituali-
ty for priests and underscored the need for a biblical foundation for pastoral ministry and catechesis.
The following meeting in Puebla (1979) focused primarily on the biblical basis of evangelization. 
In line with the statement of Leo XIII on Holy Scripture as “soul of theology” Puebla spoke of the Bible
as “soul of evangelization” and “source of catechesis”. Puebla outlined an ecclesial pastoral ministry
which in every sector is based on the hearing, meditating, celebrating and preaching of God’s Word and
that had as its goal a personal as well as a communal conversion.

Recently the Fifth General Assembly of the Council of the Bishops’ Conferences of Latin America and
the Caribbean in Aparecida, Brazil, came to a close. It had begun with a surprise: in his opening speech
Pope Benedict XVI gave positive endorsement to a number of central themes of liberation theology and
declared, among other things, that “the preferential option for the poor is in effect a constituent of faith
in Jesus Christ”. The Pope thus explicitly set Aparecida in the tradition of the Latin American theology
of the past decades and invited the assembled bishops to view the life-situation of their continent from
the perspective of the poor. Accordingly, the closing document likewise clearly endorses the option for
the poor and portrays the Church as an advocate for justice and for the poor. It sees the Small Christian
Communities, whose power center is the Word of God, as germ cells of Christian life. In this newsletter
we would like to offer you a small glimpse into the meeting of Aparecida.

Topics of this kind do not, of course, simply arise in the course of the sessions of preparatory commit-
tees or in the rounds of discussion at the general assemblies themselves; rather, they sprout up from the
level of the grassroots, reflecting as they do the deepest concerns of the Church at its most basic level
and the burning challenges of day-to-day life. CELAM General Assemblies need not, although they 
may – as a quick look at the history of the Latin American Church well shows – set important impulses
for the life of the Church. We hope the latter will be the case for Aparecida, whose reception process
has just begun; and this we wish for our members in Latin America and the Caribbean (82 biblical 
pastoral institutes and 21 bishops’ conferences in a total of 37 countries). We have supplied you with
information about their work in the framework of this newsletter a number of times. For your interest in
this work at the grass-roots level and for your solidarity a sincere “God bless you!”, also on behalf of
our sisters and brothers in Latin America!

With warm greetings from the General Secretariat of the CBF,

Alexander M. Schweitzer
General Secretary
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The much publicized opening address
In his much publicized opening address Pope
Benedict XVI surprised many observers by stressing
the fact that the option for the poor continues to be
of central significance for the Church. At the same
time, he stressed the important role played by a bib-
lically-based catechesis and priestly education, and
he noted that the bishops have a particular responsi-
bility in this regard:

What does faith in this God give us? The first answer
to this question is: it gives us a family, the universal
family of God in the Catholic Church. Faith frees us
from the isolation of the “I”, because it brings us to
community: the encounter with God is in itself and as
such an encounter with the brothers, an act of
assembly, of unification, of responsibility toward
other individuals and communities. In this sense the
preferential option for the poor is contained implicitly
in the Christological faith in that God who for our
sake became poor, so that through his poverty he
might make us rich (cf. 2 Cor 8:9) (…)

For the beginning of this new stretch of the path
which the missionary Church of Latin America and
the Caribbean intends to pursue following this Fifth
General Assembly in Aparecida, an indepth knowl-
edge of the Word of God is an indispensable pre-
supposition. For this reason people must be educat-
ed in ways of reading and meditating on the Word of
God, such that this Word becomes its nourishment,
so that the faithful will see from personal experience
that the words of Jesus are spirit and life (cf. Jn 6:63).
How are they to proclaim a message, if they lack a
basic knowledge of its contents and spirit? It is
imperative that we ground our missionary endeavor
and indeed our whole lives on the rock of God’s
Word. I therefore encourage the shepherds to make
every effort to insure that the Word of God is known.
(…)

In this area, one cannot confine oneself to sermons,
lectures, Bible courses and theology. The media also
need to be involved: the press, radio and television,
Internet sites or web-pages and many other systems,
so that we can convey the message of Christ effec-
tively to a very large number of human beings.

How can the Church contribute to resolving the
urgent social and political problems of Latin America
and of the Caribbean and respond to the great chal-
lenges of poverty and suffering? The problems of
Latin America and of the Caribbean, and of today’s
world in general, are multi-faceted and complex and
cannot be tackled with generic programs. The fun-
damental question as to how the Church, enlight-
ened by faith in Christ, ought to react in the face of
these challenges is no doubt one that affects us all.
In this connection the problem of structures, espe-

God’s Word – Firm as a Rock
The General Assembly of the Latin American bishops stresses the significance of the
Bible for the evangelization of the “Continent of Hope”

The Council of the Bishops’ Conferences of Latin America and the Caribbean CELAM (Consejo Episcopal
Latinamericano) is the association of 22 national bishops’ conferences, which was founded in 1955 at the
request of the Latin American bishops by Pope Pius XII. Its mission is to provide theological and pastoral
motivation to the Church in the member countries, to establish contacts between the members and to 
foster mutual collaboration.

Roughly every 15 years the General Assembly of CELAM comes together – so, in Rio de Janeiro in 1955, in
Medellin in 1968, in Puebla in 1979 and in Santo Domingo in 1992. These meetings have often had far-reach-

ing consequences for the life of the Church, and not only in Latin America. The fifth and 
latest CELAM General Assembly took place May 13 to 31 of this year in the Brazilian 

pilgrimage place of Aparecida and stood under the motto “Disciples and missionaries
of Jesus Christ: that our peoples may have life in Him”. The Church of Latin America is
confronting a variety of challenges: the proliferation of evangelical sects and free
Churches belongs to these, as does the decline in vocations to the priesthood and 

religious life; because of increasing immigration to the cities and urbanization, humani-
tarian and social questions are returning to center stage. In addition, there are the process-

es of political transformation and the ongoing urgent problem of poverty and the growing gap between rich
and poor. The assembled bishops in Aparecida attempted to confront all of these challenges.



cially those that perpetuate injustice, is not one that
can be sidestepped. Actually, equitable structures
are an absolute necessity, without which a just order
in society is not possible.

Just societal structures will never be realized in a
definitive way; because of the ongoing development
of history they must continually be renewed and
updated; they must always be animated by a political
and humane ethos, whose presence and efficacy will
always require work. In other words: the presence of
God, friendship with the Son of God made man, the
light of His word are always fundamental presuppo-
sitions for the presence and the efficacy of justice
and love in our societies.

Human beings in view
Msgr. Bernd Klaschka is the director of the episco-
pal agency Adveniat, a relief organization of
German Catholics for Latin America. He took part in
the General Assembly in Aparecida and drew up 
a very positive balance statement at a final press
conference:

The way to the meeting room of the General
Assembly led me each day from the hotel in the old
city over a long bridge to the basilica. On the 350
meter long “Pasarela” I would meet each day the

pilgrims who were making
their way to visit Mary,
sometimes on their knees,
and often with extreme dif-
ficulty on crutches. This
profound popular religios-
ity, the loving trust in the
intercession of Mary,
always moved me pro-
foundly. Something was
clear to me, as well as to
every other of the 266 par-
ticipants in the General
Assembly of the bishops

of Latin America and the Caribbean: This meeting is
about precisely these people: “I have come that
they may have life, and have it to the full”, were the

words of Jesus from the Gospel of John (10:10)
cited by the concluding message of the General
Assembly.

The bishops had precisely these people in mind:
“We accept our obligation to defend the weakest of
the weak, especially the children, the sick, the
handicapped, young people in situations of risk, the
old, the imprisoned, the migrants.” In particular, the
bishops wish also to see to it that all peoples have
the same rights, especially the indigenous popula-
tions and the African Americans. (…)

The General Assembly held the deliberations for its
final document against the background of a mas-
sive demographic transformation. While the popula-
tion in Latin America has grown in the last 30 years
by 70 %, the number of Catholic priests in the same
timeframe rose only by 40 %, and that of women
religious only by 8 %. A once “Catholic” Latin
America has now become a continent with diverse
communities in which diversity also rules among
the religions. The Catholic Church in the past years
has found no answer to the transformation of the
society or to the questions people have. This is why
more and more Catholics have been turning to the
evangelical sects.

On the basis of this analysis of the situation the
bishops have decided on a change of course and a
new strategy for the future. The most important pil-
lar of this new strategy will be a great continental
mission, which, as the bishops say in their closing
message, “should be a new Pentecost, which will
enable us to reach those Catholics who have left the
Church in new ways”. This mission will differ from
country to country as each bishops’ conference will
have their own ideas for implementing the plan. But
the continental mission should begin immediately,
and it should reach and include everyone: For the
final document addresses the role of the bishops,
priests, religious and lay people. (…)

The final document clearly highlights globalization
as one of the reasons for destitution, impoverish-
ment and the resulting migration. The bishops
therefore criticize corruption, drug dealing, violence
and terrorism. The document takes up the impor-
tant questions of postmodern society in Latin
America. I can say: The bishops are really with the
times. (…) I never had the impression that in
Aparecida aloof theological discussions were being
held, but rather that bishops and consultants were
gathered there who are “rooted”, and thus know
where they are coming from.

Word of God: source of evangelization
Finally, a small excerpt from the final document of
Aparecida (§ 248), in which the importance of a 
biblically inspired pastoral care is especially
emphasized:
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“You shall not kill” – violence is one of the big challenges for the
Church in Latin America

Msgr. Bernd Klaschka
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It is therefore urgently necessary to offer God’s Word
to the faithful as a gift of the Father, which makes
possible an encounter with the living Christ and
thereby opens the way to genuine conversion and a
renewed sense of community and solidarity. This
offer will truly lead to an encounter with the Lord only
if the revealed Word of Holy Scripture is put forward
as the source of evangelization. The disciples of
Jesus demand to be nourished on the bread of the

Word; they desire access to an adequate interpreta-
tion of the biblical texts, through which they may
enter into dialogue with Jesus Christ and that will
thus become the soul of evangelization and of the
proclamation of Jesus for all. Herein lies the impor-
tance of a biblical pastoral ministry in the sense of a
biblical foundation and animation of the whole of the
pastoral apostolate; it must be a school of the inter-
pretation and knowledge of Holy Scripture, a school
of the encounter with Jesus, or of prayer with the
Word of God and of the preaching of the Word in the
sense of an inculturated evangelization. This requires
of bishops, priests, deacons and lay collaborators in
biblical pastoral ministry not merely an intellectual
and functional access to Holy Scripture, but an
approach with the heart that “hungers and thirsts for
the Word of the Lord” (Am 8:11).

The impulses of the Aparecida meeting will also
impregnate the work of the Catholic Biblical
Federation, in Latin America and beyond. Numerous
CBF member institutions in Latin America have
already picked up on them and are working on their
implementation in the context of their own biblical
pastoral mission. It will be exciting to observe what
develops out of this in the coming years. n

The Catholic Biblical Federation has maintained close contacts for decades with CELAM. This is evidenced
also by the fact that since 1996 CELAM itself has been a full member of the CBF. Moreover, two other insti-
tutions of CELAM belong to the CBF as associate members:

n CEBIPAL (Centro Bíblico para l’América Latina) is the Biblical Center for Latin America and the 
Caribbean. The goal of its work is to promote biblical studies and to engage in a pastoral ministry that 
is inspired by the Bible and its message. This takes place both through research, educational 
courses and the development of creative pastoral approaches to the Bible. The institution is sub-
divided into a section for exegesis, which among other things is working on the Bible translation 
project Bíblia de la Iglesia en América (Bible of the Church in America) planned for completion in ten 
years, organizes biblical conferences for Latin America and produces exegetical material, and the 
section for hermeneutics, which devotes itself to the promotion of biblical pastoral ministry and 
biblical spirituality through courses, workshops and symposiums.

n ITEPAL (Instituto Teológico para América Latina) is the Institute for Pastoral Theology in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Its mission priorities lie in the realms of education and theological research. It thus 
offers, among other things, numerous pastoral and social training programs and edits a number of 
publications. n

During the mass in Aparecida Pope Benedict talked with repre-
sentatives of the indigenous peoples
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