
The Creative and 
Redemptive Word: 
The Book of Nature 
according to Benedict XVI

Oskari Juurikkala

Åbo Akademi University / Pontifical University of 
the Holy Cross



Introduction

• Interest (De Lubac, Daniélou, McGrath…) 

• My study 

• Ratzinger/Benedict 

• Foundations – Logos and contemplation

• Themes
• Contemplation
• Religion and science
• Liturgy 
• Natural law
• Religions, science, and the story of the 

Magi



A contemplative gaze

• 2005 Christmas discourse to the 
Roman Curia

• “. . . the invitation not to see the 
world that surrounds us solely as 
raw material with which we can do 
something, but to try to discover in 
it ‘the Creator’s handwriting’ 
[calligraphy], the creative reason 
and the love from which the world 
was born and of which the universe 
speaks to us, if we pay attention, if 
our inner senses awaken and 
acquire perception of the deepest 
dimensions of reality.”



Religion and science

• A 2006 discourse, describing the challenge of evangelization in 
today’s world, the Pope refers to the role of science and 
technology:

• “A fundamental characteristic of the latter is, in fact, the 
systematic employment of mathematical instruments to be able 
to work with nature to harness its immense energies for our 
service. Mathematics, as such, is a creation of our intelligence: 
the correspondence between its structures and the real 
structures of the universe—which is the presupposition of all 
modern scientific and technological developments, already 
expressly formulated by Galileo Galilei with the famous 
affirmation that the book of nature is written in mathematical 
language—arouses our admiration and raises a big question.”



• Benedict’s interpretation: 

• “It implies, in fact, that the universe itself is structured in an intelligent manner, such 
that a profound correspondence exists between our subjective reason and the 
objective reason in nature. It then becomes inevitable to ask oneself if there might not 
be a single original intelligence that is the common font of them both. Thus, precisely 
the reflection on the development of science brings us towards the creator Logos. The 
tendency to give irrationality, chance and necessity the primacy is overturned, also to 
lead our intelligence and our freedom back to it. Upon these bases it again becomes 
possible to enlarge the area of our rationality, to reopen it to the larger questions of 
the truth and the good, to link theology, philosophy and science between them in full 
respect for the methods proper to them and of their reciprocal autonomy, but also in 
the awareness of the intrinsic unity that holds them together.”



Liturgy and the 
book of nature
• 2010 dedication of the church of 

the Sagrada Familia: 

• “Gaudí desired to unify that 
inspiration which came to him from 
the three books which nourished 
him as a man, as a believer and as 
an architect: the book of nature, 
the book of sacred Scripture and 
the book of the liturgy. In this way 
he brought together the reality of 
the world and the history of 
salvation, as recounted in the Bible 
and made present in the liturgy.”



Gaudi’s vision

• “Everything comes from the great book of nature, 
the works of men are like a printed book.”

• “The great book, which is always open and which 
we have to make an effort to read, is that of 
Nature, and other books are taken from it, and in 
them there are the errors and misinterpretations 
of men.”

• Gaudí called nature “my teacher”  and stated that 
“originality consists in returning to the origins.”



The natural law

• 2011 speech at the German Bundestag

• The Christian view of the state and society has never been 
strictly derived from Scripture, because “it has pointed to 
nature and reason as the true sources of law—and to the 
harmony of objective and subjective reason, which 
naturally presupposes that both spheres are rooted in the 
creative reason of God.”



• The creative Logos as present in all creatures is the underlying motive of Romans 2:14–
15:

• “[I]t was highly significant that Christian theologians aligned themselves against the 
religious law associated with polytheism and on the side of philosophy, and that they 
acknowledged reason and nature in their interrelation as the universally valid source of 
law. This step had already been taken by Saint Paul in the Letter to the Romans, when 
he said: ‘When Gentiles who have not the Law [the Torah of Israel] do by nature what 
the law requires, they are a law to themselves ... they show that what the law requires 
is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness ...’ Here we see the 
two fundamental concepts of nature and conscience, where conscience is nothing 
other than Solomon’s listening heart, reason that is open to the language of being.”



The Incarnation and the 
book of nature
• 2009 homily on the solemnity of the Epiphany of the 

Lord: 

• “Christian thought compares the cosmos to a ‘book’ . . . 
considering it as the work of an Author who expresses 
himself in the ‘symphony’ of the Creation. In this 
symphony is found, at a certain point, what might be 
called in musical terminology a ‘solo’, a theme given to 
a single instrument or voice; and it is so important that 
the significance of the entire work depends on it. This 
‘solo’ is Jesus, who is accompanied by a royal sign: the 
appearance of a new star in the firmament. Jesus is 
compared by ancient Christian writers to a new sun.”



• “Within this mysterious design simultaneously physical and metaphysical, which 
led to the appearance of the human being as the crowning of Creation’s elements 
Jesus came into the world . . . The Son of man himself epitomizes the earth and 
Heaven, the Creation and the Creator, the flesh and the Spirit. He is the centre of 
the cosmos and of history, for in him the Author and his work are united without 
being confused with each other.”



Religions, science, and the 
Magi
• Jesus of Nazareth: The Infancy Narratives (2012), the 

story of the wise men from the East:

• “We could well say that they [the wise men] represent 
the religions moving towards Christ, as well as the 
self-transcendence of science toward him.”

• “this implies that the cosmos speaks of Christ, even 
though its language is not yet fully intelligible to man 
in his present state.”

• Not only does the “language of creation” provide “an 
intuition of the Creator,” but it also “arouses the 
expectation, indeed the hope, that this God will one 
day reveal himself.”



Benedict’s reading of the event

• The different traditional aspects of the story of the Magi not as 
a contradiction but as a synthesis that represents the inner 
dynamics of both genuine religion and true science. 

• A genuine historical basis to the story of the Magi and the Star 
of Bethlehem

• The religious symbolism of the starry sky was found in ancient 
Babylonia, once a centre of scientific astronomy

• Traditional reading: biblical monotheism brought about a 
purification of the deification of the heavenly bodies, putting 
an end to astrology and its attempt to discover the secret 
powers of the cosmos. At the same time, it pointed to a higher 
mystery that truly reigns over the entire material universe.



Positive interaction

• The wise men only found Christ after consulting Israel’s 
Sacred Scriptures and their interpretative tradition. 

• CCC 528 highlights this: “Their coming means that the 
pagans can discover Jesus and worship him as Son of God 
and Savior of the world only by turning toward the Jews 
and receiving from them the messianic promise as 
contained in the Old Testament.” 

• But note Ratzinger’s positive view (in Many Religions –
One Covenant): “the world religions can become a star 
that enlightens men’s path, that leads them in search of 
the kingdom of God. The star of the religions points to 
Jerusalem, it is extinguished and lights up anew in the 
Word of God, in the Sacred Scripture of Israel.”



A synthesis of the book of 
nature?
• Reading all together: 

• Israel’s Scriptures 
• Religious longing and search 
• Authentic science 

• Together, they point to Christ 

• The biblical account of the Magi: the reading of the stars 
takes place contemporaneously with the Incarnation 
itself. This astronomical activity enters a dialogue with 
Israel’s Scriptures. It influences their reading and 
thereby constitutes, to the Jews of the time, a partial 
hermeneutic key to the interpretation of the messianic 
prophecies and their fulfilment in history.



Conclusion: 
The Benedict 
XVI and 
the Book of 
Nature

• Probably the most significant employment 
of the metaphor in 20th / 21st century

• Foundations according to the patristic vision 
(logos + contemplation)

• Many applications
• Science and faith 
• Morals 
• Liturgy and contemplation
• Theology of religions 


