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The first Covenant is between God and humanity in Adam and Eve. The apple branch refers to the
Edenic Covenant which was broken when Adam and Eve ate fruit from the tree of knowledge. The
fig leaves represent the curses pronounced when God finds Adam and Eve hiding in the garden
wearing fig leaves.
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The seven lines refer to the rainbow from the second Covenant, known as the Noahic Covenant.
God makes a promise to Noah after the flood never again to submerge the land with water.

The third Covenant is the Abrahamic Covenant. After being tested by God, Abraham is promised
descendants as many as the stars (represented by the dots). Abraham means ‘father of the
people’ and he is recognised as a very important figure in Christianity, Islam and Judaism.
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God’s Covenant with David refers to land and kingship.
God promised that David’s kingdom would be established
for ever through David’s descendants. Christians believe
that Jesus is the fulfilment of this promise.
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The next Covenant is with Moses, who led the Jews out of slavery in
Egypt to the Promised Land. On Mount Sinai he received the Law
from God, commonly known as the Ten Commandments, or the
Law of Moses.

Tree Behrens
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2016, Image Code: T-03247B-CW”.
“From the heart of God has sprung all that exists. Creation is sustained in being by
God’s power and love. In the very ‘heart’ of God are held and cherished all who live
in His love and who have not utterly and eternally rejected him.”
Page 76: “Image by Elizabeth Wang, copyright Christ among his people 2016, Image Code:
T-01327-OL”.
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Unit 1

Introducing

Catholic Thinking

[cf. AQA Spec B 3.113]

CORE IDEA
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To the surprise of most people,
Catholic thinking is not based just
on what the Bible says, nor just on
what scientists, saints or scholars
have said, nor just on what popes
and bishops have said – it is
based on a conversation
between all three!
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The Three-Legged Stool!
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‘Thinking on a Three-Legged Stool’
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Everyone has had the experience of sitting on a wobbly chair or
on a stool. It is difficult to get settled and it can be very distracting.
Even worse, if one of the legs falls off we can end up on our backside
looking pretty daft. There needs to be at least three legs and they need
to be strong! The three-legged stool can serve as an image of Catholic
thinking about revelation – the way in which God communicates
with his people. Although some Christian groups ascribe inspiration
only to the Bible, Catholics believe that the Bible, the Tradition of the
Church and its teaching authority together provide a sound base for
proper thinking about God. Why?

The Bible: Divine Wisdom in Human Words
Just like a normal library, the ‘little library’ that is the Bible is full
of different kinds of writings. There are history books, adventure
stories, love stories, battles, poetry, prayer books, hymns, sayings,
legends, law books, crime-stoppers, biographies, letters, prophecies
and even scary cosmic ‘apocalyptic’ books. This means there is
endless possibility for confusion and we need help to make sense of
it all. The first way this has been done is that the Church has gathered
the writings into two testaments – two covenants. The first is called
the ‘Old Testament’ and it begins with creation and the story of the
people of Israel. The second is the ‘New Testament’ and it begins with
the Gospels of Jesus and includes the story of the disciples and the
early Church as well as the letters of Paul and other apostles.

KEY
TERMS
Scripture Bible =
An inspired collection
of writings sacred
to Christians.
Tradition =
The inspired wisdom
captured in the
words, customs and
lives of Christians.
Magisterium =
The inspired teaching
role entrusted to the
Church.		
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Now it is vital to remember that Catholics do not believe that this
collection we call the Bible was discovered already written like the
Book of Mormon. It is the opposite. The collection of writings we
now call the Bible was deliberately compiled by the Church over
many centuries and only completed some four hundred years after
the birth of Jesus by Pope Damasus in AD 382. Inevitably, these
writings bear the characteristics of the cultures where they were
written as well as the thumbprints
and smudges of the various scribes
who wrote them down, but because
they have been considered by the
Church to be inspired – ‘God breathed’
(2 Tim 3:16) – the Bible is understood
to be both divine and human because
it communicates God’s wisdom in
our words; it is the way in which ‘the
Magisterium
invisible God, out of the abundance
Scripture
Sacred
of His love, speaks to [us] as friends’
Bible
Tradition
(Dei Verbum 2).

Tradition: Divine Wisdom in Human Lives
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Every family, school, community or gang has sayings, traditions
and characteristics specific to them. Catholic Christianity is the
same. In the Gospel of John it says that ‘not all the things that
Jesus did are written down’ (John 20:30), and as well as the
specific writings in the Bible, there is a broader collection of
inspired Christian wisdom captured in words, customs and lives.
This is collectively called Tradition and it is the second component
of the three-legged stool. In every generation, beginning with
the apostles and followers of Jesus, the Holy Spirit helps the
Church grow in wisdom through the lives of saints, the writings
of theologians and the experience of God’s faithful.

Magisterium: Divine Wisdom in Human Teaching
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The third element in Catholic thinking can be understood
as a collection of inspired teachings. In the classroom there
will hopefully be lots of debate and a variety of opinions, but
eventually the teacher may draw things towards a conclusion or
common perspective. ‘Magister’ is the Latin word for teacher, and
‘Magisterium’ refers specifically to the inspired role of the Church
in the interpretation of scripture and Tradition. This authority has
been exercised from the earliest times (see Acts 2:42), and it is
continued in a particular way by the Pope and the bishops, who
are understood to be direct successors of Peter and the apostles.
The year 2015 provided two examples of how Magisterium works
when the Pope issued a teaching on the environment (Laudato Si’)
and hosted a worldwide discussion among Catholics about the
family.

Conscience: Divine Dignity in Human Freedom
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Lastly and importantly, while the Church fervently believes the
truth of its wisdom, it also teaches the importance of conscience
and personal freedom. As Dignitas Humanae 11 says, ‘God calls
men [and women] to serve Him in spirit and in truth, hence they

are bound in conscience but they stand under no compulsion.
God has regard for the dignity of the human person whom He
Himself created and man [woman] is to be guided by his [her]
own judgment and he [she] is to enjoy freedom.’
‘It is clear, therefore, that sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the
teaching authority of the Church, in accord with God’s most wise
design, are so linked and joined together that one cannot stand
without the others, and that all together and each in its own way under
the action of the one Holy Spirit contribute effectively to the salvation
of souls.’
Dei Verbum 10
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What is your favourite type of book, film or story? Is there
anything like it in the ‘little library’ of the Bible? Can God speak
through different types of writing? What traditions do you have
within your family, at your school, among your friends? Are any of
them particularly special or important? Lastly, is it useful to have a
recognisable teaching authority in the Church – what are the pros
and cons? What is the role of conscience?

n

Discussion
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Summary
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Catholic thinking uses three sources of wisdom, and the supreme
advantage of this way of engaging with God’s revelation is that it
sets up a constant dialogue, a permanent conversation between the
insights of the biblical writers (Scripture), the contemplation and life
experience of different generations (Tradition) and the teachings of
the Church from the apostles onwards (Magisterium). The Bible itself
is an example of this process whereby the gathering and ordering
of the writings into a definitive collection took place only after a
period of deliberation and contemplation among both ordinary
Christians and authorities of the early Church. Among other things,
this ‘threefold arrangement’ makes it impossible for Catholics to
be ‘fundamentalists’ with regard to scripture since the Bible must
always be understood thoughtfully, in the light of the tradition and
teaching of the whole Church. Finally, with the understanding of
the importance of conscience, Catholics should have deep respect
for the views and opinions of others and be happy to engage in
discussions about human destiny and our role in the world in every
context and in every age.
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