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authority of the Church... It is not their role to complete Christ's
definitive Revelation, but to help live more fully by it in a certain period of history” (No. 67). . . . .
. . . . We might add that private revelations often spring from popular piety and leave
their stamp on it, giving it a new impulse and opening the way for new forms of it. Nor
does this exclude that they will have an effect even on the liturgy, as we see for instance
in the feasts of Corpus Christi and of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. . . .
We have thus moved from the somewhat negative clarifications, initially needed, to
a positive definition of private revelations. How can they be classified correctly in relation to Scripture? To which theological category do they belong? The oldest letter of
Saint Paul which has been preserved, perhaps the oldest of the New Testament texts, the
First Letter to the Thessalonians, seems to me to point the way. The Apostle says: “Do
not quench the Spirit, do not despise prophesying, but test everything, holding fast to
what is good” (5:19-21). In every age the Church has received the charism of prophecy,
which must be scrutinized but not scorned. . . .
The anthropological structure of private revelations
. . . . This can be demonstrated in all the great visions of the saints; and naturally it is
also true of the visions of the children at Fatima. The images described by them are by
no means a simple expression of their fantasy, but the result of a real perception of a
higher and interior origin. But neither should they be thought of as if for a moment the
veil of the other world were drawn back, with heaven appearing in its pure essence, as
one day we hope to see it in our definitive union with God. Rather the images are, in a
manner of speaking, a synthesis of the impulse coming from on high and the capacity to
receive this impulse in the visionaries, that is, the children. . . .
An attempt to interpret the “secret” of Fatima
. . . . “To save souls” has emerged as the key word of the first and second parts of
the “secret”, and the key word of this third part is the threefold cry: “Penance, Penance,
Penance!” The beginning of the Gospel comes to mind: “Repent and believe the Good
News” (Mk 1:15). To understand the signs of the times means to accept the urgency of
penance – of conversion – of faith. This is the correct response to this moment of history, characterized by the grave perils outlined in the images that follow. Allow me to
add here a personal recollection: in a conversation with me Sister Lucia said that it appeared ever more clearly to her that the purpose of all the apparitions was to help people
to grow more and more in faith, hope and love—everything else was intended to lead to
this.
Let us now examine more closely the single images. The angel with the fla ming
sword on the left of the Mother of God recalls similar images in the Book of Revelation.
This represents the threat of judgement which looms over the world. Today the prospect
that the world might be reduced to ashes by a sea of fire no longer seems pure fantasy:
man himself, with his inventions, has forged the flaming sword. The vision then shows
the power which stands opposed to the force of destruction—the splendour of the
Mother of God and, stemming from this in a certain way, the summons to penance. In
this way, the importance of human freedom is underlined: the future is not in fact unchangeably set, and the image which the children saw is in no
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