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represent the curses pronounced when God finds Adam and Eve hiding in the garden wearing fig leaves. 
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God makes a promise to Noah after the flood to never again 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 
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to the Promised Land. On Mount Sinai he received the Law from God, 
commonly known as the Ten Commandments, or the Law of Moses.

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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INTRODUCTION

Before We Get Going: Catholic ‘God-talk’
To do well in this course you need to know lots about Catholic 
Christianity – and the first thing you need to know is how this 
Christian tradition does its thinking so that you can compare 
different views and different arguments well.

Tradition and Community
The first thing to note in Catholic thinking is the importance of 
tradition. ‘Tradition’ is a word that comes from the Latin word tradito, 
which means something handed on or passed on. Consider football as 
a tradition: if we are attracted to football, it is rarely through reading 
a rule book or coaching manual. Rather, we are attracted to the sport 
by watching a football match on TV or at a stadium, or by playing it at 
school or in the park. We might become a fan of a particular team and 
we might become aware of its traditions – the colours it plays in or even 
the style it is known for. These things help create a sense of belonging 
and community.

Tradition, Scripture and Magisterium
Jesus is at the heart of Christian tradition. Jesus passed on his teachings 
by word and example, in fact by his whole way of life. In turn, the 
Apostles handed on this revelation in the following definite ways – all 
of which help to hold the community together in unity:

CORE IDEA 
The Three-Legged Stool 

of Scripture, Tradition and 
Magisterium!

Catholic thinking about God 
(‘theology’) emerges out of a three-way 

conversation between: (1) the Bible; 
(2) wise and ordinary people such 

as saints, theologians, religious 
thinkers, philosophers and 

scientists; and (3) popes 
and bishops.

KEY 
TERMS

Theology = 
literally, ‘God-words’, 
or ‘God-talk’. As a 
subject, it is the study 
of God and things to 
do with God (such as 
his relationship with 
human beings).

Revelation = 
how God 
communicates with 
humanity.

Tradition =
inspired wisdom 
captured in the words, 
customs and lives of 
Christians.

Scripture =  
the Bible = 
the inspired collection 
of writings sacred to 
Christians.

Component 1 Theme 1

Foundational  
Catholic Theology  
(Route B):Origins  

and Meaning
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Magisterium
Sacred 

Scripture
Sacred 

Tradition

º By teaching authority: there were inevitable disagreements 
from the beginning– such as whether Christians who were not 
originally Jews should be circumcised. By making big decisions on 
questions like this (see Acts of the Apostles 15), the leaders of the 
Church were exercising ‘teaching authority’. This has a posh name 
– Magisterium – which comes from the Latin for ‘teacher’.

This is why Paul writes to the Christians in Thessalonica: ‘Stand firm, 
then, brothers, and keep the traditions that we taught you, whether by 
word of mouth or by letter’ (2 Thessalonians 2:15). So, unlike some 
Christian groups who only pay attention to the Bible, Catholics believe 
that the Word of God – the Revelation, the Gospel of Jesus Christ – is 
handed on to others from age to age not just through the writings 
of the Bible, but also by a living Tradition and by Magisterium – its 
teaching authority.

Magisterium = 
the teaching 
role entrusted to 
bishops in union 
with the Pope.

Inspiration =
 ‘God-breathed’ 
– the way the 
Holy Spirit works 
through human 
beings.

º By living: ‘they handed on, by the spoken word 
of their preaching, by the example they gave, 
by the institutions they established, what 
they themselves had received – whether from 
the lips of Christ, from his way of life and his 
works, or whether they had learned it at the 
prompting of the Holy Spirit.’ (Dei Verbum 7).

º By writing: ‘by those apostles and other men 
associated with the apostles who, under the 
inspiration of the same Holy Spirit, committed 
the message of salvation to writing’ (Dei 
Verbum 7). This is how we come to have 
the Gospels and other books from the New 
Testament part of the Bible.

According to Church teaching: 

‘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

G. K. Chesterton once said that health and sanity require balance – we 
can have too much food or too little food, too much exercise or too 
little exercise. Physical, mental and spiritual health all require finding 
a reasonable balance. When Catholics think about God (theology), they 
want to do it in a healthy, sane and balanced way.

Vatican II on Tradition, Scripture and Magisterium
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º Catholic theology can be thought of as thinking about God and 
his relationship to human beings on the three-legged stool of 
Scripture, Tradition and Magisterium. The three legs ensure that 
the Church’s thinking is more balanced and much healthier! Three 
legs allow for a steadier foundation. We don’t need to ask which of 
the three is most important – all three are gifts from God to help 
us understand him and his will for us.

Engage Brain:  
conscience and the aims of this course

This explanation about how Catholic scholars think is not meant to 
wipe your database. The very opposite. The Catholic tradition involves 
faith and reason, and this RE GCSE course involves ‘engaging brain’. 
You have to know why Catholics, other Christians and indeed non-
believers come to their conclusions. You need to know the arguments, 
but you are not being forced to agree with them.

Why? The Church confidently believes and proposes its teaching 
to its members and to the world. However, as Pope St John Paul II 
said in a document concerning the spreading of the Gospel message: 
‘The Church proposes: she imposes nothing. She respects individuals and 
cultures, and she honours the sanctuary of conscience’ (Redemptoris 
Missio 39; italics in original).

This is important not just in society but also in school. The RE classroom 
is a place of mutual respect, and in the exploration of religious beliefs, 
all views should be treated with sensitivity. Through this dialogue 
everyone can be enriched such that we can travel through this life 
together and make the world a better place.

Discussion

Does your school have any special traditions? Your family? Your 
town? Your country? What are they? How do they bring people 
together? Is there anyone in charge of the tradition? Are there any 
documents written down?




