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INTRODUCTION 
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In the beginning was the Word, 
And the Word was with God, 

And the Word was God. 

John 1:1 

The Word, the foundation of our faith; the Word, the essence of our 

faith; the Word, our Faith. Jesus Christ defines who we are, what we are 

about, what we believe as a body, as Church. Thus it is we endeavor to unite 

ourselves as one body with Christ as head. In our endeavor we are blessed 

with the Father’s love and grace, in union with the Son, the Word Jesus Christ, 

through the wisdom of the Holy Spirit. We are also blessed with God’s holy 

word carefully recorded in the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures, the Holy Bible. 

As we journey toward eternal life with God it is, therefore, in our best interest 

to read, to discern, to experience, to live all that is revealed to us of the 

omnipotent Oneness which is God. 

As Disciples of Christ, cleansed by the waters of baptism, we are called 

to go forth and proclaim the Good News, to carry on the mission and ministry 

initiated by our Lord Jesus Christ nearly two thousand years ago. To do this 

we need to arm ourselves with the truth, with the word handed down to us in 

Sacred Scriptures. Once well armed we can then go forth proclaiming the 

message of salvation and the coming kingdom, thereby disrupting the evil of 

Satan’s cohorts. 

I envisioned a program within our parish family that would help those 

who struggle to understand God’s message develop the skills necessary to 

experience God through Scriptures, while allowing those who have attained 

some degree of understanding to more fully develop their skills of  
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discernment. In essence I wanted each member of our parish family to hear 

God, through Scripture, and experience God’s omnipotent Oneness. 

I was aware of the thirst for understanding the Scriptures within our 

parish based on the success we have had in the past with deanery wide bible 

study programs. I had also talked with several parishioners during these 

programs, and on other occasions, who had expressed an interest—a need if 

you will—in deepening their understanding of God’s word whether it be during 

private reflection or as the word is proclaimed during the Liturgy of the Word 

on weekends. Thus this project evolved as a response to a pastoral concern 

from within our parish family. 

Before such a program could begin to take shape, however, several 

questions needed to be answered. Do we cover the Scriptures book by book, 

or cover only certain books? Do we focus only on parts of a book or on the 

whole book? Are there alternatives to the standard presenter style of bible 

study or is there some program that allows for a maximum degree of 

interaction among the participants? These were but a few of the questions 

needing answers before a program is developed. 
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Each weekend our parish community gathers together in God’s house to 

give praise and thanksgiving for the many blessings we have received 

throughout the past week. We come as one family united in faith, one body 

with Christ as the head. We sing, we hear God’s word, we give God thanks for 

our many blessings, we receive the body and blood of Christ, and then we go 

forth renewed in faith to fulfill the mission and proclaim the message as Jesus 

Christ did nearly two thousand years ago. But are we prepared for this 

mission, prepared to carry forth Christ's message that we heard in the Liturgy 

of the Word celebrated just a short time ago? Did we even get the message, 

or did we just hear the scriptural readings but failed to experience the 

message? 

Failure to experience the message of God, or Bible illiteracy as some call 

it, appears to be quite prevalent in America according to two large polling 

organizations—Gallup and Barna Research Group. An article by David Gibson 

entitled “Bible Illiteracy Rampant In America” stated that although 92% of 

American households own at least one Bible, only 59% of the people actually 

read the Sacred Scriptures. Those who do not read the Bible stated they were 

too busy (64%) or the Bible was too confusing (80%). In fact, according to 

George W. Gallup, writes Gibson, “We revere the Bible but we don't read it” 

(Gibson, 1-2). 

In a 1990 article entitled “The Paradox of Bible Illiteracy” Teresa 

Watanabe wrote: “According to George Barna, Barna Research, ‘We still hold 

the Bible in high regard, but in terms of actually spending time reading it, 

studying it and applying it—that is a thing of the past.” The reasons cited  
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ranged from changes in American culture to the intrinsic difficulty of the text 

itself” (Watanabe, 1). This is not very encouraging news from a nation whose 

moral value system reflects the teachings and doctrine in the Bible. And the 

situation is not getting any better. According to two surveys in 2003: 60% of 

those polled cannot name half of the Ten Commandments; 40% did not know 

who delivered the Sermon on the Mount; 63% could not name the four 

gospels; and 30% did not know why Easter was celebrated (D. Yount; W. 

Griffith). 

These statistics are most unfortunate. No one should be left ill equipped 

and uninformed for the mission of proclaiming Christ's message. Each 

member of our parish family, or any parish family, should have the 

opportunity to hear and experience God’s message as it is proclaimed during 

the Mass. Initially, however, we must first ask: Did we really hear the 

message? I am sure that in some instances the message we were to hear 

simply hit and bounced off, unable to reach our hearts and minds due to 

distractions or the pre-occupation of our minds. But what of those who lack 

the skills of discernment, which have failed to experience the word of God and, 

therefore, failed to experience God? This is an entirely different matter, a 

concern—a problem if you will—that needs to be addressed by the entire 

parish. It is for these members of our family we are called upon to share our 

talents, to share the skills we have developed which facilitate our discernment 

process as we experience the omnipotent Oneness, which is God. 

Experiencing God’s word, and therein experiencing God, can be a 

formidable challenge for some. Discernment is a skill that must be learned if 

we are to fully experience the word as it is proclaimed during the Liturgy of  
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the Word. If we cannot experience the word, cannot take the message of God 

into our hearts, how then, can we share that experience with others? The 

answer is we cannot. To experience God we must learn to quiet our minds, to 

focus on God's voice as it is coming to us through the Lector. Once our minds 

are quiet God will speak to us in our hearts and we will begin to more fully 

experience the transcendent beauty of God’s presence within. 

Experiencing God’s word is only half the reward however. Once 

experienced we are called to pass the message on, to go forth among all 

nations and peoples proclaiming the coming kingdom and salvation through 

Jesus Christ. While I seriously doubt I, or most of our parishioners, will ever 

have the opportunity to proclaim the word to all nations, there are those 

within our midst who hunger for the opportunity to experience Christ through 

Sacred Scripture. It is those within our midst that we are called to minister to 

most frequently. 

So how does our parish family fit into this picture? Are there members 

here who do not experience the word of God due to laziness or inability to 

understand the text? Sadly I feel the answer is yes to these questions. But 

there is something we can do as a parish to alleviate at least part of the 

problem. We can provide an atmosphere for learning, plant the seeds of 

discernment in fertile soil enriched with resources for unlocking the “intrinsic 

difficulty of the text itself.” It is this type of program I envision, a program 

that helps others within our family begin to develop the skills necessary to 

receive and experience God's word. 

So, how do we begin to share those skills with others? How do we 

prepare others to receive God's word? To begin we prepare ourselves to  
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receive God’s word. We must “experience” the Scriptures if we are to 

“experience” God. This “experience” may be achieved through theological 

reflection on the Scriptures. We have God’s word—to Moses, to the Prophets, 

to the Apostles, to us—bound together in one glorious book: The Bible. This is 

where we begin. 

Each time I take up my Bible to read and meditate upon some passage 

my experience deepens. I “take and eat” the goodness of the Lord. However, 

each “taste” is a little different as my spiritual “pallet” matures. It is this 

maturing of our spiritual “pallet” which I hope is fostered in those who join in 

this spiritual journey. 

In turning to Sacred Scripture, we call to mind God’s covenant with his 

people. The scriptures are a continuous source of reflection on the covenant 

God made with his people. In Jeremiah 31:33 God speaks of his covenant 

thus: “this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel . . . says 

the Lord. I will place my law within them, and write it upon their hearts; I will 

be their God, and they shall be my people.” When I, or another Lector, 

proclaim(s) “The Word of the Lord” I again recall that covenant which God has 

placed upon the hearts of those who hear the word; God’s “divine intention to 

love, redeem, and reclaim us” once again is “recalled, revived, renewed” 

(Rosser, 2) through the Sacred Scriptures. We also have the word, a 

covenant if you will, of Jesus Christ, in his promise to be “with you always, 

until the end of the age” (Mt 28:30). This key—the way, the truth, and the 

life—is given to us in Jesus Christ. Through Sacred Scripture and prayer we 

are afforded the opportunity to commune with God, through Jesus Christ, in  
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union with the Holy Spirit. With Christ, our key, we can unlock the beauty, 

the glory, and the divine transcendence which is God. 

There are some who may consider this program “just another bible 

study.” This is not the case, however. Our intention will be to go a step 

deeper than just a bible study. First, in this faith and spiritual enhancement 

program we will use theological reflection as we examine the readings to be 

proclaimed the following Sunday. We have not had a bible study of this type 

before; previous bible study programs were “presented” by a speaker, who 

would place the text in its historical context, present the most accepted 

interpretations, and present some questions or reflection points to the group 

for open discussion. Secondly, it will be a highly interactive program, more so 

then previous bible studies. It is hoped that each participant will begin to 

experience Sacred Scripture in a very personal, meaningful way, a "How do 

these particular scriptural readings relate to my life?” type of way. 

Plan of Action 

What I propose is to provide a resource with which to enter more fully 

into the scriptures, to reflect more deeply on the message, the hope, and the 

love that is given through God’s word. That resource, I believe, is the process 

of theological reflection. Through a combination of examining Sacred 

Scripture and tradition, cultural information, and personal experience we will 

be able to examine how each of the three areas work hand-in-hand to allow us 

to more fully experience God in our daily lives. 

The majority of each meeting will be taken up with interactive dialogue. 

As we reflect on the readings how these readings speak to each participant  
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personally, what message each person hears and its significance to that 

person’s life today will be shared. This inner personal relationship plays a vital 

role, I believe, in experiencing the totality of God's word and presence in one’s 

life today. 

I have done some preliminary groundwork, consulting with three other 

parishioners who have shown an interest in this type of bible study. We have 

discussed a tentative, workable format and are in agreement that an open 

format with a facilitator would best meet our needs. The format of each 

meeting will, of necessity, be loosely structured and highly interactive. We 

will, however, loosely follow the plan outlined herein. 

I. Welcome and call to prayer 

II. Introduction to the reading 

A. Brief overview of passage 

1. historical context 

a. time frame 

b. geographical setting 

2. original audience 

. Presentation of entire first reading as it will be heard on 

Sunday. 

. Review of hand-out and what it presents 

. Open the discussion up to all 

(repeat A-D for second reading and Gospel reading) 

ITI. Bring the readings together under a common theme 

IV. Conclusion and call to prayer  
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While discussion on the common theme could assist in and stimulate 

discussion of the readings if presented early in each session I hesitate to do 

so, for I want to allow each person the opportunity to discover this theme and 

experience the word in his or her own manner. If, however, the group seems 

to have difficulty identifying the common theme we may need to bring the 

theme to the forefront of our discussion. This will be a wait-and-see point. I 

would also like to touch on the Responsorial Psalm for that weekend, for it also 

carries the common theme of the readings. Exactly where we introduce the 

Psalm is not certain at this point, as it is not introduced in the handout that is 

to be used. I will seek guidance from the planning committee as to where 

best to present the Psalm. 

Evaluation Process 

Evaluation methods and criteria will consist of a personal theological 

reflection, comments during the program, and results and comments obtained 

through participant survey forms. We will also consider whether or not this 

program is continued as a weekly or biweekly program based on these 

evaluations. For my personal reflection I will follow the Whitehead method, 

the same as will be used throughout the scripture study. I will look at the 

same goals and objectives in my personal reflection that I hope are fostered in 

those who participate in the bible study. In addition I will seek to answer 

these questions: 

1. Is my spiritual life in harmony with my societal environment? How 

or how not?  
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2. Has this experience encouraged me to make changes in my personal 

and spiritual life and mental outlook that reflect the way I experience 

God's sacred word? How or how not? 

. What have I learned about myself through the experiences of 

preparing and implementing this project: my personal strengths and 

weaknesses? my spiritual strengths and weaknesses? 

As baptized Christians we are called to discipleship, to continue the 

mission and ministry began by Jesus Christ himself. To fulfill this commitment 

we must have a skilled understanding of Sacred Scriptures. Through this Faith 

and Scripture Enhancement Program a working and workable examination of 

Sacred Scripture will be introduced, allowing those who participate a 

refreshing, deeply rewarding venue for experiencing The Word of the Lord. 
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THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

in the 

PLANNING and IMPLEMENTATION STAGES 
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Part 1. Planning Stage 

The Word of the Lord. In every aspect of our faith God touches our 

lives, and God's word is a significant part of that faith. As our faith grows and 

our relationship with God deepens Sacred Scripture becomes an ever- 

increasing source of understanding, strength and consolation. The bible study 

program which I envisioned would bring parishioners together to share the 

message God brings to each one of us as we personally experience it. 

Together we would journey along the pathway of discernment as we explore 

the Sunday readings. 

It was during a Parish Council meeting that I was made aware of a 

parishioner who was interested in a bible study along the lines of a Sunday 

readings study. She had participated in a similar class at her former parish, 

using the monthly study guide “Exploring the Sunday Readings” which gave a 

short discussion on each of the three Sunday readings along with a couple of 

questions for discussion on each reading. Once again Christ had opened a 

door of opportunity at our parish, providing a resource that would allow Christ 

to touch others. I contacted this lady and as we talked about the feasibility of 

a Sunday readings bible study our enthusiasm grew. We contacted another 

lady, who had taught a scripture study in our freshman/sophomore religious 

education program, and she graciously volunteered to help plan the program. 

My husband provided the male perspective as our program began to take 

shape. 

As we assembled for our first planning session I explained the nature of 

the proposed program as I envisioned it, what elements I believed needed to  
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be included and what objectives I hoped we could achieve. At the same time I 

emphasized I wanted to avoid the classroom atmosphere wherein the success 

or failure of the program was measured by how much each person learned and 

retained. Rather to enrich our relationship with God and deepen our 

understanding of God's sacred word given to us in Scriptures would be the 

goal of our program. 

Determining a format for the program that would allow us to enrich and 

deepen our understanding of Sacred Scripture became the next step. I 

suggested to the group the process of theological reflection as our major 

resource method. I had been introduced to this method several years ago and 

found it had worked very well in a group setting. An important aspect of the 

entire process of theological reflection—a tripolar method of reflection—is 

Sacred Scripture. Guided by the theme of the readings, and the reflection 

questions on the handout sheet, we would begin with our personal 

experiences, discuss how our culture molds and shapes those experiences, 

examine the Church’s response to the topic through tradition, and explore how 

these factors influence the way we hear and experience the scripture passage 

being studied. The message we hear, the way we interpret and understand 

God's word today has as profound an impact on our personal experience and 

culture as it did for the original audience. To experience God's word to the 

fullest measure we should include at least a rudimentary understanding of that 

word within the totality of its context and historicity. God’s word is eternal 

and immutable, as relevant today as it was yesterday, and will be tomorrow 

and forever. To experience God's word is to experience God; this is what we 

hoped would be fostered through this program.  
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Once we determined what we wanted to achieve, we turned to a format 

structure. Since group interaction was a major component a very loosely 

structured format seemed most appropriate. Thus we arrived at the following 

proposed format for our weekly meetings: 

meeting: Thursday evenings 

Father Luerman Learning Center 

7:00 p.m. - 9:00 p.m. 

Exploring the Sunday Readings 

For (Sunday’s date) 

“(theme for the week)” 

Opening Prayer 

Introduction of the Theme for the week 

Brief overview of 1% reading 

Reading of the first scripture passage 

Reading of the commentary on the 1% reading 

Open discussion on the reading 

Brief overview of 2™ reading 

Reading of the second scripture passage 

Reading of the commentary on the 2" reading 

Open discussion on the reading 

Brief overview of the Gospel 

Reading of the Gospel passage 

Reading of the commentary on the Gospel reading 

Open discussion on the Gospel reading 

Bringing it all together  
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Summarize the session around the common theme 

Discussion/reflection of the Faith Response 

8:55 p.m. conclusion and closing prayer 

We were now ready to meet and test our proposed format, make any 

adjustments necessary for a smooth program and prepare a bulletin 

announcement for our study group. We used the readings for the weekend of 

September 1% as our test session. We noted that the handout sheet began 

each discussion with a single sentence from the complete reading. We using 

this abbreviated form for the first reading, but turned to Scripture for the 

entire text on the second reading. The decision was made to use the full 

reading, as it will be proclaimed at Mass, for in experiencing the complete 

scriptural reading we were able to more fully develop our discussion. The 

discussion questions provided starting points for our discussions, centering on 

two aspects of theological reflection, cultural environment and personal 

experience. For example, September 1% readings carried a “Hearts on Fire” 

theme; discussion on the first reading asks, “Is your heart on fire with love of 

God? Are you ready to spread that fire everywhere you go?” We were also 

asked to examine various cultural environments and their influence on our 

own values and decisions we make on a daily basis (see Appendix B). Thus as 

each of the three readings were discussed we approached that reading from 

each of the three dimensions of the tripolar method of theological reflection.  
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Part 2. Implementation Stage 

Exploring the Sunday Readings began with a small group of five- 

including myself. After our opening prayer, and establishing the context and 

historicity of the reading, we began to discuss how the reading spoke to us. 

This, I hoped, would be the catalyst point for us, opening the Scriptures to us 

in such a way that we can bring our lives into harmony with God's word, and 

through the word experience God. 

It did not take long for us to realize that our world is not always in 

harmony with God's divine plan. The weekly Scripture readings spoke of 

hearts on fire with love for God; of living a “forgiveness lifestyle”; of truth, 

justice, love, and grace; of loving others; and of metanoia—change. All to 

frequently, however, our society and culture appears to not consider these 

worthy virtues, as seen by the many legal tug-of-war battles being fought in 

our courtrooms. Several of these issues were the focus of our discussions 

throughout the weeks. We discussed Separation of Church and State (which 

has become a major topic of debate); abortion rights; the death penalty; the 

issues over stem cell research and cloning, and the emphasis on attaining 

financial and material wealth. Many of the issues appear to have taken on a 

life of their own, attaining the status of a god to be idolized as a great gift, 

rather than opening ourselves to the greatest gift of all: God's love and grace. 

As we discussed these issues and worked through the discussion 

questions each week, sharing our thoughts and personal experiences on these 

and many other topics, we looked at ways that we might address these issues 

and introduce changes in our parish family, our community, and beyond while  
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we seek to overcome the many occasions of sin which have been placed 

before us as we go about our daily lives. Without exception or hesitation each 

person agreed that it has become exceedingly more difficult to live our life in 

love of God and love of neighbor. 

As we came to the conclusion of our Faith and Scripture Enhancement 

Program each person strongly agreed that their growth in understanding and 

their clearer perspective of Sacred Scripture was a direct result of our 

discussions. The time had gone quickly, and we had grown closer to Jesus 

Christ and each other. The tools, the resources we had developed could not 

be used individually to continue to enrich and expand our understanding of 

God's word, and therefore how we experience God. It was a good, rewarding 

program. 
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ANALYSIS and INTERPRETATION 

of 

KNOWLEDGE GAINED 
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As we mature our spiritual ability of discernment has many 

opportunities to develop also. This ability, this spiritual pallet if you will, goes 

through a series of awakenings that allows us to more fully taste the exquisite 

banquet which our Lord has set before us. But just as a master chef knows 

how to prepare and present each course to continuously tease and tempt our 

physical pallet, enabling us to savor every bite, so too does our Lord God 

present the spiritual banquet in such a way as to stimulate our spiritual pallet. 

For our part we must be willing to do whatever is necessary to achieve this 

maturing, to develop the skills necessary for spiritual discernment. 

Fortunately for us we have an excellent instruction manual: Sacred Scriptures. 

Understanding this manual, discerning the message presented in Sacred 

Scripture, is not always an easy endeavor however. 

I knew that many parishioners had a thirst for understanding more fully 

the messages handed down through Sacred Scripture. At the scripture studies 

held at the Deanery Center each year our parish was always well represented, 

often accounting for over half of the participants. Due to the closing of our 

Deanery Resource Center there had not been any classes held during the last 

two years. This did not dampen the interest among our parishioners however. 

Soon an Adult Religious Education program was introduced, coinciding with 

our religious education program for our youth. This was well received. There 

were, however, some who could not attend the Sunday morning class but still 

wanted to develop their understanding of God's word. It was to these 

parishioners we focused our attention.  
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I hoped the program we had planned would fill the needs of those who 

attended. We had selected study materials that served, I hoped, a duel 

purpose. First, we had wanted to focus on scripture readings that were 

familiar to everyone. Then we wanted each person to have the opportunity to 

relate scripture to his or her life today as well as understanding the message 

the original audience experienced. The program Exploring the Sunday 

Readings seemed to fill these ideas. Each week we were able to look at and 

discuss a reading from Hebrew Scripture, a letter written by Paul or another 

disciple, and a Gospel reading. The study sheet provided us with challenging 

questions to reflect on, allowing us to focus on how the passage was as 

applicable today as it was nearly two thousand years ago. I was very pleased 

as our first meeting came to a close. 

We met weekly for two months and the time to evaluate the program 

was at hand. I came to this point with mixed feelings—pleased but 

disappointed, satisfied but empty. Insofar as the format, content and 

interactive discussions went, the program worked well. But attendance was 

very disappointing, only five people—including myself—attended. There were 

bulletin inserts each week giving the readings and theme for the upcoming 

meeting; I spoke with several parishioners personally, inviting them to join the 

group; and Father announced our program during the weekend masses. We 

even changed the day we met in an attempt to alleviate schedule conflicts 

some said prevented their attending. And although several people expressed 

an interest in attending, none showed up at our sessions. 

All was not lost, however. From those who faithfully attended I 

received very positive comments. One participant stated she was “more  
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prepared to hear and understand the readings” and now had a “better 

knowledge of the Sunday readings.” I was pleased with these remarks, for 

this was our intended result. One thing which could have been done to build 

on this, however, was to inquire how this occurred. What aspects of the 

previous week's discussion helped her become better prepared? Did Father's 

homily explain the readings as she understood them? Unfortunately this did 

not occur. Each week we began with a new set of readings, without an 

opportunity to review how the previous week's readings and discussion lead to 

a greater understanding of the Sunday readings. 

All agreed that our discussions led to their being better prepared to 

receive God’s word as it was proclaimed during the Liturgy of the Word. One 

lady added she now had a better understanding of where she was on her 

spiritual journey. Here, again, it would have been helpful to explore what 

aspects of the program were most helpful in allowing her to develop this 

understanding. She also felt that the relaxed atmosphere and informal setting 

fostered an ease of speaking without fear of comments or questions being 

criticized or made fun of. I appreciated these comments because I have often 

failed to express my thoughts for that very reason, due to a lack of 

confidence. 

I had hoped the program would provide a catalyst for each person to 

further develop his or her “spiritual pallet”, and to that end we succeeded. 

That we all came to the Celebration of the Word with some understanding of 

the message of the Scriptural Readings, and therefore were able to “taste and 

see” the goodness of the Lord with a spiritually enriched “pallet,” was 

indicative of that success. That the turnout was so low was disappointing, but  
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it also was to our advantage. We were able to develop our discussions more 

fully than would have been possible with a larger group. While we did stray 

from the topic at hand on several occasions the discussions were easily 

brought back into the mainstream of the theme by focusing on how these 

“side-tracks” actually related to the scriptural text and theme under 

discussion. We were, in fact, demonstrating how scriptural messages of the 

first century are quite applicable in the twenty-first century. All things 

considered I would have to say the program achieved some measure of 

success. 

The most glaring flaw of the program came to light at the end of the 

program. Unaware that we were meeting for only two months, then breaking 

through the holidays, one lady was very upset at the abrupt termination. 

Matters were made worse when the final class itself had to be canceled due to 

unexpected absences of two members of our study group. I had failed to 

inform this lady of our intended program time frame; she had not attended 

our first three meetings, thus did not have this information. Consequently she 

was very hurt and upset by this turn of events. I cannot blame her; she had 

contributed a great deal to our weekly discussions and now it seemed I had 

“used” her as a means to my own end: a project. As a disciple of Christ I had 

failed to minister to the spiritual needs of a child of God, therefore I had failed 

to minister to Christ. This friend, whom I had let down, has shown me a 

major flaw in my ministry and for that I will be forever grateful. 

At some point I would like to return to the “Exploring the Sunday 

Readings” bible study program, for I believe that people can develop a deeper 

and richer understanding of those Scriptural readings which we hear every  
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weekend at the masses. From there it would not be difficult to move to the 

next step of reflecting and exploring other sections of the Bible that do not 

receive the exposure during the masses as do these. 

There are, however, some changes and additions which should be 

incorporated before we begin again. First, be sure everyone is aware of the 

program duration, and as the final meeting approaches refresh their minds. 

Encourage everyone to share a special moment of enlightenment, a moment 

when he/she actually experienced God through the readings, and in what ways 

did our meetings and discussions help that person attain that moment. Some 

discussion as to how our culture and society encourages or discourages us to 

lead a spiritual lifestyle such as put forth in the readings, should be included in 

the program. These are but a few modifications that should be incorporated 

prior to resuming this program. 

It would have been nice if we had considered some of these factors. 

That, however, was not the case. In hindsight, while the program was 

successful in some aspects in other ways it fell short of the mark. I do not 

feel the program went that extra mile to become a deeper, more enriching 

experience beyond the standard bible study. There was just insufficient 

experience in planning and facilitating such a program on my part, to achieve 

the desired results I had envisioned. I now know my weaknesses and can 

build from there. 

I still believe a bible study program should go beyond simply discussing 

what the authors say in their gospels, letters, prophecies, and books. We 

need to take that understanding of Scripture and look at how it can 

complement our lives today, how that message may be at odds with our  
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culture and society, and how our experiences have supported the values and 

issues placed before us in Sacred Scripture. We may realize that we do not 

always live our lives in support of the will of God; but maybe our lives reflect 

God’s word better than we realize. 
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ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

of PROJECT 

by PARTICIPANTS 

 



Terry E. Bowman 

Those who participated in the program, while few, were very active. 

Discussions were lively and usually from different perspectives. Although 

perspectives differed, and at times we found ourselves very polarized, each 

person’s opinion was respected and added to the group’s overall assessment 

of the scripture passage under discussion. While all agreed that they were 

better “prepared to hear and understand the readings,” we did not specifically 

examine how our discussions aided in that understanding. Neither did we 

discuss the homily and how well, or not, the homily related to and elucidated 

the message found in the Sunday readings. 

Each of the participants agreed that for the most part we remained 

focused in our discussions, adhering to the program agenda with only 

occasional minor asides. Our goal was to provide the tools necessary for a 

more enriched, deeper, more productive discernment of the Sunday readings. 

The group's enthusiastic participation and the diverse perspectives they 

brought to the meetings evidenced this. 

In speaking to a couple of the group’s members a few weeks after the 

program concluded, each agreed that if we were to reinitiate the program we 

needed to somehow increase the number of participants. The smaller group 

did seem to afford us the opportunity to develop a line of understanding more 

fully, but with so few attending we could not get a sense of how the parish 

membership, as a whole, experienced the readings.  
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THE WORD OF THE LORD 

A Faith and Scripture Enhancement Program 

Program Evaluation 

Please circle the appropriate number: 1 = excellent, 2 = good, 3 = fair 

Keeping within the agenda (1) - +2 

Keeping on focus during discussion (1) to (2) most of time 

Getting through the agenda (1)« 2 

Participation by each member (1) 2 3 

Assisting in the accomplishment of goals (1) 2 3 

One thing I learned at this program better knowledge of Sunday's 

readings 

One thing I liked about this program everyone participated — different 

views 

One thing I think we accomplished more prepared to hear and 

understand the reading 

Other comments/suggestions: 

I think Terry did a great job, always prepared, knew the material well, 

kept us focused, had a lot of knowledge on matter. It was a small 

group, but we all participated and learned.  



Terry E. Bowman 

THE WORD OF THE LORD 

A Faith and Scripture Enhancement Program 

Program Evaluation 

Please circle the appropriate number: 1 = excellent, 2 = good, 3 = fair 

Keeping within the agenda 1 (2) 

Keeping on focus during discussion 1 (2) 

Getting through the agenda (1)... 2 

Participation by each member {1} 2 

Assisting in the accomplishment of goals (1) '2 3 

One thing I learned at this program increased awareness of 

background information on the 

readings 

One thing I liked about this program sharing of different perspectives 

One thing I think we accomplished increased our overall under- 

standing of the Sunday readings 

Other comments/suggestions: 

I was upset and unhappy with the sudden break in the program; I felt I 

had been “used” only for college credit. Terry did a very good job in 

facilitating, I enjoyed her insights and perspectives; she was well informed 

and knowledgeable on the topics discussed week. The alternative prayers/ 

spiritual readings were well suited to the readings and theme. I do feel we 

strayed from the subject a little too far at times.  
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THE WORD OF THE LORD 

A Faith and Scripture Enhancement Program 

Program Evaluation 

Please circle the appropriate number: 1 = excellent, 2 = good, 3 = fair 

Keeping within the agenda (1) 

Keeping on focus during discussion (1) 

Getting through the agenda (1) 

Participation by each member (1) 3 

Assisting in the accomplishment of goals (1):4:2 3 

One thing I learned at this program Where I am on my spiritual 

journey 

One thing I liked about this program Freedom to speak on how you 

feel 

One thing I think we accomplished Better understanding of the 

Sunday readings 

Other comments/suggestions: 

We were able to take the Sunday readings and apply them to our daily lives. The 

instructor was able to share her knowledge of the Bible with us and always gave us 

- other readings that applied to what we were learning for that lesson. She challenged 

us to develop our understanding of our faith and to grow each week or each month— 

whatever we felt we could do. At no time was any question or answer made fun of or 

comments criticized. I truly enjoyed the classes.  
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THE WORD OF THE LORD 

A Faith and Scripture Enhancement Program 

Program Evaluation 

Please circle the appropriate number: 1 = excellent, 2 = good, 3 = fair 

Keeping within the agenda (1) 

Keeping on focus during discussion (1) 

Getting through the agenda (1) 

Participation by each member (1) = 2 

Assisting in the accomplishment of goals (1). 2 3 

One thing I learned at this program |earned more on Sunday readings 

One thing I liked about this program better understanding 

One thing I think we accomplished created an interest in learning more 

Other comments/suggestions: 

Would like to see more sessions in this program. 
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and 

SUMMARY 
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God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit three distinct 

persons—one Omnipotent God. To experience this Supreme Oneness, this 

Divine Creator of all things, is the ultimate goal and reward awaiting us when 

we go home to the Father. Nothing on earth can compare with this glorious 

gift from the Father. We can, however, experience a reflection of God in 

Sacred Scripture, through the accounts of God's interactions with Abraham, 

Moses, the prophets, the apostles and other disciples of Jesus Christ. For 

those whose faith is rooted in Jesus Christ, listening to or reading God's 

Sacred Scripture provides a pathway to experiencing the omnipotent Oneness, 

which is the Triune God. Much is lost, however, if we are unable to discern 

the message therein, if we simply hear but fail to experience all the 

excitement, love and beautiful gifts that await within the stories of the Great I 

AM. 

To truly experience Holy Scripture is not a skill acquired overnight, 

however. As we mature, the way we read, and our understanding of, Sacred 

Scripture matures also. At least it has for me. In years past whenever I read 

God's word I read literally. The richness of the Hebrew people and their love 

for their God was lost to me. Neither did I fully understand to what extent 

those first Christians struggled, the persecutions they suffered at the hands of 

Roman emperors for the sake of their faith in Jesus Christ. In fact I found it a 

little hard to understand how God could be so loving one minute and so cruel 

the next. And why did Jesus have to talk in confusing parables? If he had 

something to say why not just say it! The Bible was just too full of confusing 

and at times contradicting information. For me it seemed only a scholarly  
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theologian could understand those Sacred writings, and I definitely did not fit 

into that group. 

This was such a sad loss for me I have come to realize. In this bountiful 

Book of books can be found a cornucopia of life stories, love stories, war 

stories, sad stories, a virtual smorgasbord for our spiritual pallet. And the 

best part is we do not need to be a theological scholar to experience these 

stories. All we need do is take and eat. But we first must open the Book. In 

his book Lectio Divina, M. Basil Pennington states: “There is not much value in 

our having the Book enthroned in our home, or even in our hand, if we do not 

take what it says into our heart” (83-84). And in James’ letter we hear 

virtually the same message, when he tells his readers “Be doers of the word 

and not hearers only [because] faith without works is useless” (1:22; 2:20). 

But before we can become “doers” we must understand what Scripture is 

asking us to do. This understanding is what I continuously strive for, an 

understanding of what Christ is asking me to do, so I can become a doer of 

the word. 

Becoming a doer of the word, however, presented a major hurdle for 

me. As a kid I was never at a loss for words or actions, but somewhere along 

the way I lost that self-confidence, actually fearing to speak out or in some 

other way to call attention to myself. This fear loomed ahead of me like the 

red dragon with seven heads and ten horns described in Revelation 12:3. I 

feared I would not be able to stand up to, and defeat, the dragon. I forgot 

one very important factor, however: I didn't have to defeat the dragon, WE 

would. I had forgotten the reason for undertaking my journey in faith—to 

prepare myself to be a vessel for Christ, a vessel through which the triune God  
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spoke to and interacted with God's people. Jesus Christ never intended that I 

“defeat the dragons” alone; in calling me to become his vessel Christ 

guaranteed me a traveling companion—"I am with you always, until the end of 

the age” (Mt 28:20). Once I calmed down and placed myself in God's hands in 

faith and prayer, allowing Christ to show me the way, we began to overcome 

the dragon and move forward. 

A significant part of my journey along the path Christ has prepared for 

me is experiencing God's word. As I prepared for each week's discussion 

however, I was surprised at how inexperienced I was at relating the scriptural 

passages to my life and the world today. I knew if I wanted to provide the 

tools for others to experience God’s word personally, first I needed to develop 

my own skills. I recalled listening to Michael Sparough discuss what he calls 

“The Intention Behind the Text” in his twelve part lecture series Lector 

Training Program. He said the lector not only needs to be clear about what 

the author intended to say but what the lector intends to convey in 

proclaiming the word. Father Sparough put forth four points as criteria for 

clarifying and understanding the Scripture passages to be proclaimed: (1) 

determine the intent of the author of the text; (2) understand why that 

particular text is being used in that specific liturgical celebration; (3) 

determine the personal connection the text has for you; and (4) determine the 

needs of the assembly that is hearing the text (Lecture 11). These four points 

hold true whether the Scripture is proclaimed during the Liturgy of the Word 

or a person is reading the passage for personal meditation. It was the third 

point that was my weakness. To overcome this weakness I have been taking 

a long hard look at the way I hear and read scripture now. I realize that too  
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often I have fallen into the habit of hearing but not listening to the message 

proclaimed on Sunday; reading but not fully comprehending the word as it 

was intended. To be meaningful the Scriptures must be experienced, must 

speak to me as a person living in the 21% century. This is a skill I am 

continuing to work on and ask the Father’s guidance in achieving. 

As we worked first through the planning and then the actual 

implementation of the program I began to see a side of myself that surprised 

me. I found myself actually looking forward to our next meeting; that I had 

accepted the role of facilitator was no longer a major concern. My inhibitions 

had been replaced by the Holy Spirit's guiding influence as I shared my 

thoughts and exchanged ideas with others. As I reflected on the readings to 

be covered each week I would recall a poem once read or some passage from 

a book that, for me, was very well suited and demonstrated the essence of the 

theme for the week. For example, Dietrich Bonhoeffer's poem “Who Am I?” 

beautifully expresses what it cost him to accept his cross and follow Christ, 

ultimately requiring him to make the supreme sacrifice (see Appendix C). 

Bonhoeffer’s heart was truly afire for love of Christ. This poem had touched 

my heart the first time I read it, and as I shared it with the group I could tell it 

touched them also. 

Bonhoeffer was not the only person who inspired and encouraged me to 

follow the pathway Christ has prepared for me. I often drew directly and 

indirectly from the inspiring works and example of St. Augustine. This 

exceptional theologian prayed from he heart, took in the words of God and 

preached from the heart, and fought for Christianity against the heretics with  
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September 29™ readings the theme we focused on was “There's Always Time,” 

time to accept Jesus Christ as our Lord and give praise to God the Father. As 

I looked for something special to share with the group I again turned to my 

mentor St. Augustine. In his Confessions Augustine offered up his prayer of 

love for his God, a beautiful prayer, which, to me, expresses the humility, and 

humbleness the great theologian had for Almighty God. I felt compelled to 

share this prayer with the group and thus used it as our closing prayer that 

evening (see Appendix E). I also shared Augustine's words of wisdom, from 

one of his many sermons, on who “we” are when we declare we are the 

Church (see Appendix G). 

Each week I continued to look for new insights to share with the group 

to increase our understanding of the scriptural readings, thus developing our 

spiritual pallets as our understanding grew. Just as we need to nourish our 

physical bodies if we are to grow strong physically, so too we must nourish our 

spiritual body in order to mature spiritually. If we fail to grow physically and 

spiritually our lives stagnate and die and we become like the seed scattered on 

the path or rocky ground (Mt 13:4-5). But with the proper resources the 

entire group, myself included, will become like the seed that falls on the rich 

soil and produces much (Mt 13:8). 

One such resource at our disposal was theological reflection. According 

to Joye Gros, O.P., theological reflection may be defined as “an attempt to 

integrate the segments of our lives so that we can live and breathe our 

beliefs” (Gros, 3). He goes on to say, "I reflect on the Sunday readings and 

listen for how they touch my life. Only then can I formulate questions that 

connect the readings to what is happening in the broader world or in daily life”  
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(25). I believe this statement expresses the essence of experiencing the 

Sunday readings through the process of theological reflection. 

For me, the most dramatic accomplishment has been in raising my 

personal confidence. In the past I have shied away from group discussions, or 

simply attended without contributing much to the conversation. And to plan, 

let alone facilitate, a program such as this would be unheard of. I refused to 

believe I could ever do such a thing. Needless to say this experience was 

quite eye opening. I have also seen that while I do not have all the answers 

or interpretations, my personal perspective was a welcome and valued asset 

to the group as a whole. I was able to provide a perspective that was at times 

complementary, at other times quite different from those of the other 

participants. In addition, while the turnout was disappointing I did not look at 

it as a personal failure but simply accepted it as not the right program, or not 

the right time for our parish. 

At the other end of the spectrum I found that I had not taken into 

account the personal feelings of others who were involved with the program. I 

should have taken the time to find out the expectations of the other people 

who attended the program and been more sensitive to those needs. This I 

failed to do, as was obvious from one participant's comments. This is an area 

that I most certainly will attend too more closely in any future programs I may 

be involved in. 

As my spiritual pallet continued to grow I also looked for new ways, 

through the experience I was gaining from this program, to begin to bring my 

spiritual life in harmony with my societal environment. I quickly realized 

however, this would not be an easy task. My spiritual life is about giving,  
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loving and respecting others; society seems just the opposite: give ‘me’, love 

‘me’, respect ‘me’, and the heck with anyone elise. Under such circumstances 

I believe it will be very difficult to fully develop a spiritual life that will be in 

harmony with society and our cultural environment. But if I must choose 

between a life in harmony with society and a life in harmony with God, I will 

follow the path Christ has laid for me. 

Spiritually I feel I continue to grow as I follow the pathway Christ has 

shown me. The completion of my Pastoral Project was a major crisis point in 

my life. At first I fought the entire process, holding back fearing the unknown. 

This project was leading me into unfamiliar waters, taking me into areas which 

I felt were out of my depth, asking me to do something that I was not capable 

of doing. Looking back I can see how I used various situations or excuses to 

procrastinate, to delay facing the task at hand. I failed to place my concerns 

of inadequacy before the Lord, to allow Christ to carry me through the 

process. Once I laid my petitions, my concerns, my fears before God in 

prayer, once I quit fighting God, the Holy Spirit laid claim and guided me. I 

had forgotten an important point summarized by a saying I had heard once, 

something like “If you're not going to lead at least get out of the way!” That 

was exactly what I was doing, I was not leading but I was getting in the way. 

I let my fears and apprehensions get in the way of Christ Jesus working 

through me. Henceforth I will remember Christ's words: “Whoever remains in 

me and I in him will bear much fruit, because without me you can do nothing” 

(John 15:5). If I am to lead, I will at least follow the Holy Spirit along the 

pathway Christ has prepared for me.  
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~ Summary 

By way of conclusion I submit this summary of The Word of The Lord, A 

Faith and Scripture Enhancement Program. This program was introduced in 

response to an interest by some parishioners for a bible study program that 

would increase their understanding of God's word, especially those readings 

that were heard frequently—such as during Mass. Our goal was to put those 

readings within their historical context, then explore how our personal 

experiences and cultural environment impact the way we live out our faith. 

At this point I am still not certain we attained a high degree of success. 

While each person who attended the program readily agreed that she/he came 

to the Liturgical Celebration better prepared to receive and understand God's 

divine word as it was proclaimed, I personally do not believe we went that 

extra yard to make this program the deeper theological discernment 

experience which I had envisioned. It was, none-the-less, a very rewarding 

and learning process for me. I now know my strengths and weaknesses and 

in future endeavors I have some point of reference to work from. 

I still believe “Exploring the Sunday Readings” is a good starting point 

for those who want to further their understanding of God’s word as proclaimed 

during Mass. Under the guidance of a skilled facilitator participants would 

soon develop the skills necessary to open their minds and hearts to God's 

divine banquet that awaits those who experience God's word through Holy 

Scripture.  
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Appendix A: Bulletin Announcements 

Initial bulletin insert: 

“Exploring the Sunday Readings, a faith and scripture enhancement 

program is being held on Thursday evenings at 7:00 p.m. in the parish center. 

Each week we will explore the Sunday readings for the coming weekend. This 

will be an excellent way to celebrate our first 150 years as a parish family, and 

to kick-off the next 150 years. Please join us as we explore God's Word. 

After two weeks we changed night and revised insert: 

New evening for “Exploring the Sunday Readings” We will now be 

meeting on Wednesday evenings at 7:00 p.m. in the parish center. Join us 

this week as we explore "Think Different”. The readings this week: Isaiah 

55:6-9; Philippians 1:20C-24, 27A; Matthew 20:1-16A. 

Thereafter the insert read: 

“Exploring the Sunday Readings” Theme: “(as applicable)”; (first 

reading); (second reading); (gospel reading). 
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Appendix B: “Exploring the Sunday Readings” - September handout 

(see attached) 

 



Opening Prayer 

September 2002 
are 

Use this prayer when you gather with a group to reflect on the Sunday readings, 
or to begin your own individual reflection. 

( Joo of the fires of Pentecost, you sent your Spirit to us to burn a path to justice and peace 

in our midst. Lead us to your coming kingdom with the clarity and wisdom of your 

Spirit. Give us cause for rejoicing as we celebrate your name! Amen. 

September 1 Twenty-Second Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

Hearts on Fire 
FIRST READING: JEREMIAH 20:7-9 

Then your name becomes like fire burning in my heart, imprisoned 

in my bones; I grow weary holding it in, I cannot endure it. 

Jeremiah's prophecies convey the entire gamut of human feel- 

ing, from deep and powerful love to rage, fear, depression, 

and even disillusionment. He is the prophet who, more than 

any other, is portrayed as a real person with real weaknesses. 

We know where he stands. The name of God lives in his heart 

like a burning fire that must be released. He reminds us of the 

other fiery hearts that have been revealed to us, like the 

Immaculate Heart of Mary first fostered by St. John Eudes, or 

the Sacred Heart of Jesus which came to us by way of St. 

Margaret Mary Alacoque. These literal images of hearts on fire 

speak to us of the Holy Spirit which sweeps over the church at 

Pentecost lighting this same holy fire in those who love God. 

Our hearts too can burn like this. 

®@ is your heart on fire with the love of God? Are you ready 

to spread that fire everywhere you go? 

SECOND READING: ROMANS 12:1-2 

Do not conform yourselves to this age, but be transformed by the 

renewal of your mind, that you may discern what is the will of God. 

It’s hard to escape group thinking. Your family was the first 

community to hand you a set of rules to live by. You work at 

a job site that has a certain culture of values and expecta- 

tions. If you're retired, you live by or fight the stereotypes of 

the AARP crowd. Our society imposes its own “American 

way” of thinking and behaving. Race and ethnicity, white col- 

lar or blue collar, gender and age all establish us in categories 

not of our own choosing, with a predetermined way of see- 

ing. In light of all this, how can we think for ourselves? 

Paul urges us to renew our minds and be transformed by a 

radical dedication to the will of God. If we keep close to God's 

will, discernible through the companionship of Jesus, we will 

have headlights to pierce through the fog of culture and find 

our way home. 

®@ Pinpoint the various cultures—such as generation, occu- 

pation, and gender—which encompass you. How do they 

seek to influence your values and decisions? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 16:21-27 

“What profit would there be for you to gain the whole world and 

forfeit your life?” 

You can sense the fire in Jesus’ heart as he speaks in glowing 

terms about the cost of following him. Of course, he knows 

where it’s all going, to Jerusalem and Golgotha, to the grave 

and beyond. His disciples are not as clear about the direction 

they are headed, but not for lack of hearing about it. Peter 

actually takes Jesus aside and tells him this talk of suffering 

and death is really inappropriate! This should be the hour of 

victory, but Jesus insists in making the opportunity in front 

of them seem strangely grim. 

Grim, no. Serious, yes. Following Jesus is not a walk in the 

park or a victory lap around the baptismal font. It won't lead 

to a cushy seat on his right or his left, but a taste of the cup 

from which he is to drink. If we believe in Jesus and are will- 

ing to risk a love like his, then we have to be prepared for 

what the world does to truth speakers like him. 

How much of “the world” have you gained so far? How 
much of your soul have you forfeited to get those 

things? What have you paid in the cost of discipleship? 

Faith Response 
Rent a movie about someone who paid a radical price for 

their faith, like Romero, Entertaining Angels (about Dorothy 

Day), or one of the classic saints. Consider how ready you are 

to answer the call to follow Jesus.  



September 8 Twenty-Third Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

When the Sinner Is Your Friend 
FIRST READING: EZEKIEL 33:7-9 

If you warn the wicked, trying to turn him from his way, he shall 

die for his guilt, but you shall save yourself. 

There is a fine line between the prophetic commission that 

Ezekiel receives, and becoming a self-righteous pest to every- 

one you know. Obviously we must speak the truth, even 

when it costs us to do so. But commanding the king to 

change his behavior with an oracle from God is one thing; 

speaking to a friend privately and with charity about a per- 

sonal sin is another. 

When the King sins, the whole nation pays the price, as we 

see in world politics. But the many private sins we become 

ensnared by hurt those immediately around us. These sins 

have fishhooks in them that wound us far from the original 

puncture. To provide a friend or family member with an oracle 

of truth (“You must stop drinking”; “You must treat your chil- 

dren with more respect”) is not enough. We must also be 

ready to support them in the arduous journey of conversion. 

(?) Describe a time when someone delivered an “oracle of 

truth” to you about your conduct. How well was it 

received? How have you taken that lesson and applied it 

in your corrections of others? 

SECOND READING: ROMANS 13:8-10 

Love does no evil to the neighbor; hence, love is the fulfillment of 

the law. 

The temptation to play the prophet, to stand up and shout 

down sinners with the list of their crimes, is hard to resist. 

This happens often in families, and it rarely solves problems 

or heals hurts. As for reconciling sinners to the truth? The 

batting average is poor indeed. So how do we love people into 

the truth? Walk with them for a while. Listen to them sincere- 

ly and without judgment. Always check your motivation 

before you open your mouth. Are you feeling indignant or 

angry with them? Do you want to punish them for what 

September 15 

The Forgiveness Lifestyle 
FIRST READING: SIRACH 27:30—28:9 

Remember your last days, set enmity aside; remember death and 

decay, and cease from sin! 

“Remember that thou art dust, and to dust you shall return.” 

These words once greeted each penitent at the start of Lent, 

as ashes were smeared across every forehead. We remember 

our death not to be morbid, but to be clear-eyed about where 

all of creation is headed. Subject to decay, as Scripture says, 

and groaning for release, all the trophies we collect here in 

this world are going the way of moths and rust. 

And because we are mortal creatures, we are urged to show 

mercy to our neighbors. Like us, they are frail people, easily 

they've done? If so, put off your words for another day. And 

when you are finally sure that all you have to give them is your 

love, then it’s time to speak the truth. 

(?) How do you speak the truth in love? What are some of 

the ways you can make sure your words are intended to 

help, not hurt? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 18:15-20 

Jesus said to his disciples, “If your brother sins against you, go and 

tell him his fault between you and him alone.” 

Public condemnation in a private matter of sin is a raging 

bull of ugly motivations. Have you ever been exposed before 

your peers in this way? As children, many of us suffered this 

indignity because the relationship between shame and self- 

esteem was relatively unknown until recently. Some of us 

have gone on to shame others: our children, spouses, neigh- 

bors, coworkers. I know a woman who rolls down her car 

window to shout insulting remarks to people she doesn’t 

even know! Does this behavior change anyone? 

Jesus, the first-century therapist of the heart, knew these 

things needed to be handled with all gentleness and respect. 

We must go to the sinner directly (do not pass go, do not talk 

about him or her with others first), and give what we would 

hope to receive in return: the opportunity to turn around. 

(?) Remember a time you were given advice about a prob- 

lem. Was the situation handled well? What would you do 

the same or differently in confronting someone else with 

the same problem? 

Faith Response 
Make a full examination of conscience now (and a full confes- 

sion where applicable to a trustworthy confessor). Don't wait 

for your sister or brother to confront you with the truth! 

Twenty-Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time 

tempted, often fallen, always less than they could be. Only 

those of us who are certain we will never require the mercy of 

God or neighbor can afford to withhold our forgiveness from 

those who wrong us. We might smear a little ash on our heads 

every morning as a reminder. 

(@ Recall a time when you were injured by the words or 

actions of another. How do you come to forgive someone 

from your heart, in these or other circumstances? 

SECOND READING: ROMANS 14:7-9 

Whether we live or die, we are the Lord's.  



Jesus is Lord of the dead and the living. It is significant that 

Jesus didn't just spring off the cross and head for heaven. He 

suffered, died, and stayed dead for a good while, long enough to 

have an appreciation for what mortality means to us. And then 

he rose and appeared to people for a good while more, long 

enough to assure us of what glorified new life means to God. 

We can count the loved ones who have gone before us into 

that glorified existence. They were the children of God while 

they were among us, and they died with Christ and now live 

with him in a way we can scarcely imagine. We say now that 

we believe this is so; one day we will know it. In the mean- 

time, we trust that the Lord of both the dead and the living 

keeps them, and us, in good care. 

(7) How firmis your faith in the resurrection of the dead? 

Have you had dreams, signs, or other assurances that 

your deceased loved ones are safe? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 18:21-35 

“Lord, if my brother sins against me, how often must I forgive? As 

many as seven times?” 

An encounter with a rude stranger may require a single act of 

forbearance, but what about the person who lives in your 

house and taxes your patience every day? The one who does 

September 22 

not put the milk back in the fridge, replace the roll of toilet 

paper, or hang up a jacket in the closet? These are the little 

things we store in our private grievance drawer, until a larger 

matter brings them out. If forgiveness is not a lifestyle, exer- 

cised in each encounter, then resentment and criticism may 

rule the roost. 

A Native American story involves a man with two wolves in 

his heart, one a spirit of compassion and peace, the other a 

spirit of violence and revenge. A child asks him, “Which one 

will win?” The man replies, “The one that I feed.” Habit is the 

food that feeds our spirits, and what we accept as normal will 

only grow stronger. 

Do you criticize others in your heart, or forgive them 

their trespasses? Do you more frequently exercise com- 

passion and empathy, or judgment? 

Faith Response 
Clean house. Take out your old resentments and most com- 

mon judgments of others and view them in the light of Christ. 

Ask Jesus to forgive what you cannot forgive, and ask for the 

spirit of forgiveness to be given to you. 

Twenty-Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

Think Different 

FIRST READING: ISAIAH 55:6-9 

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my 

ways, says the Lord. 

I know what's best for everybody; or at least, I act like I do. 

I'm afraid I'm one of those insufferable people who continu- 

ally dispense advice that no one is asking for—the Ann 

Landers of the church. What a terrible burden for my friends! 

God judges the world with a quite different measure than the 

one we use, and so the way God would size us up might be 

surprisingly different from what we expect. God may see a fall- 

en person in a kind light because the burden they have carried 

since birth has been extremely hard. And God may look at an 

apparently law-abiding person and see them more darkly, 

because they have been given much and returned very little. A 

God’s-eye view of us could be quite humbling. 

(?) Draw a heart and imagine that it is God’s heart. Draw 

yourself in relationship to that heart—inside or outside. 
Now draw yourself as God might see you. What makes 

the difference, if any? 

SECOND READING: PHILIPPIANS 1:20C-24, 27A 

For to me, life is Christ, and death is gain. 

Paul has hit the sweet spot of sanctity, available to all who 

seek God wholeheartedly. He has come to the point in his life 

where death and life both take on new meaning. Life means 

complete surrender in the service of Christ. In the mystical 

sense, it is literally being the body of Christ in the world. 

Death means the full embrace of Christ in a glory yet to be 

revealed. As Paul sees it, life is brimming with fabulous poten- 

tial for loving others; and death is, if anything, better. So he 

cannot choose between the two states as to which is more 
profitable. 

For those of us who have not surrendered so perfectly to 

the identity of Christ, life seems more dear. We hug our own 

identity close and fear death, which seems to take it away. If 

we reach the stage of surrender, we will learn the mystery that 

Paul understood: life and death are one and the same. Life is 

Christ, and death is too, for those who believe. 

(? Choose ten words that describe who you are: caring, 

smart, successful, etc. Which parts of that identity are 

threatened by your death? Which will survive “in Christ”? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 20:1-16A 

“These last ones worked only one hour, and you have made them 

equal to us, who bore the day’s burden and the heat.” 

By any human standard, paying all the workers the same 

wage no matter how long they've labored is unjust. We exact 

a more logical wage, something quantitative and proportion- 

ate. As usual, God sees things differently. God’s generosity to 

those who don’t deserve it can make us crazy. 

Until we recognize that we are the ones who don’t deserve 

it. Then, what seems like gross injustice starts to sound like a 

reprieve. What a great God! There is no way to begin speaking 

about “deserving” the creation of the world, the gift of life, the 

beauty of one flower, or love. And when it comes to the for- 

giveness of sin, the most intelligent response is speechlessness.  



  

It’s a good thing God doesn’t think as we do. Otherwise, we 

wouldn't have a prayer in the world. 

(7?) Make a short list of the gifts you have been given. 

Include talents, relationships, material blessings, oppor- 

tunities. Now circle the ones you deserve. Where would 

you be without God's generosity? 

September 29 

Faith Response 
Give praise to the God whose ways are not our ways! Sing 

songs, read psalms, dance, take a celebratory stroll through a 

garden. Say thanks for all that you receive. 

Twenty-Sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

There’s Still Time 

FIRST READING: EZEKIEL 18:25-28 

Since the sinner has turned away from all the sins he has commit- 

ted, he shall surely live, he shall not die. 

I went to confession recently, and as the priest prayed over me, 

he asked that I be forgiven for these sins and for all the sins of 

my past life. It’s been a long time since I've heard that prayer 

(it’s from an older form of the sacrament), and it sounded 

strange. After all, once God forgives us, we stay forgiven. It’s a 

new day. We don’t carry our “past sins” around anymore. 

Some people negate the power of the sacrament of reconcil- 

iation when they insist that contrite murderers will be dealt 

with differently than saintly lectors in the coming kingdom. 

“The Lord's way is not fair!” as the people grumbled to Ezekiel. 

And maybe they have a point. God is just, not fair. By defini- 

tion, divine justice is tempered by divine mercy. Where we are 

headed, toward good or evil, is more important to God than 

where we've been. 

(?) Compare your past to who you are now. Which is more 

oriented toward goodness? How do you experience 

today as a new day in God's mercy? 

SECOND READING: PHILIPPIANS 2:1-11 

Have in you the same attitude that is also in Christ Jesus. 

Since I got up this morning, I've been freaked out about 

reports of a local shooting; angry with a churchman I heard 

on the radio; and grumpy because my back is aching. If I were 

to have the attitude of Christ, I'd have to back up and be 

humble about the shooting: “there but for the grace of God 

go 1.” I'd have to forgive the churchman for speaking from his 

limitations, as I speak from mine. I'd have to acknowledge 

that “flesh is grass” and I'm getting older. 

The humility in Christ, who shares the nature of God, is 

astounding because it’s voluntary. When I don’t show humili- 

ty, I who am but dust and ash, that too is astounding. 

Closing Prayer 

/ 

(7?) On a scale from one to ten, how humble are you? In 

which areas of your life is the cultivation of humility 

indicated at this time? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 21:28-32 

“The man asked his first son, ‘Son, go out and work in the vine- 

yard today.” He said in reply, ‘I will not,” but afterwards changed 

his mind and went.” 

There's still time to change our minds about who we serve. 

There’s still time to decide if we are for this world or the next. 

We've got time to arrange our priorities and choose our alle- 

giances. The world hasn't ended yet; if you're reading this, 

your life isn’t over yet. We've got time to turn it around, no 

matter who we are, no matter what's gone on before. The first 

son was asked to work in his father’s vineyard. He refused. A 

lot of us refuse the first call we get from God, and the second 

and the third. We are always trying to keep our options open, 

hoping for a better deal. But those of us who live long enough 

find out there is no better deal, and have the chance to catch 

up with God’s will around the next bend. Can we afford to 

gamble that we will live to see another day? Now is the only 

moment we are guaranteed. This is the hour of decision. 

(?) Which relationships in your life need to be turned around? 

Which areas of your life have not yet been liberated for 

God's purposes? 

Faith Response 
Choose one relationship with a family member, coworker, or 

friend that is especially difficult. Reflect on the elements of 

conflict that stand between you and that person. Ask God to 

show you how to turn yourself around in your response to that 

person, and to grant you both peace. 

to embrace your forgiveness. Teach us to walk in the wisdom of your will, and to know 

when to come in and when to go out in every situation. Amen. 

| : od of mercy and love, you do not want us to live in suffering and conflict, but call us N\/— ¥ y 
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Appendix C: “Who Am I?” 

WHO AM I? 

Who am I? They often tell me 
I stepped from my cell’s confinement 
calmly, cheerfully, firmly, 
like a Squire from his country house. 

Who am I? They often tell me 
I used to speak to my wardens 
freely and friendly and clearly, 
as though it was mine to command. 

Who am I? They also tell me 
I bore the days of misfortune 
equably, smilingly, proudly, 
like one accustomed to win. 

Am I then really that which other men tell of? 
Or am I only what I myself know of myself? 
Restless and longing and sick, like a bird in a cage, 
struggling for breath, as though hands were compressing 

my throat, 

yearning for colours, for flowers, for the voices of birds, 
Thirsting for words of kindness for neighbourliness, 
tossing in expectation of great events, 
powerlessly trembling for friends at an infinite distance, 
weary and empty at praying, at thinking, at making, 
faint, and ready to say farewell to it all. 

Who am I? This or the Other? 
Am I one person to-day and to-morrow another? 
Am I both at once? A hypocrite before others, 
and before myself a contemptible woebegone weakling? 
Or is something within me still like a beaten army 
fleeing in disorder from victory already achieved? 

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine. 
Whoever I am, Thou knowest, O God, I am thine! 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
(The Cost of Discipleship, pg. 19-20. 
SCM Press Ltd. Macmillan, 1959. 
Simon & Schuster, New York, 1995.)  
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Appendix D: “Pennies” 

PENNIES 

You always hear the usual stories of pennies on the sidewalk being good luck, 
gifts from angels, etc. This is the first time I've ever heard this twist on the 
story. Gives you something to think about. 

Several years ago, a friend of mine, and her husband, were invited to spend 
the weekend at the husband's employer's home. My friend, Arlene, was 
nervous about the weekend. The boss was very wealthy, with a fine home on 
the waterway, and cars costing more than her house. The first day and 
evening went well, and Arlene was delighted to have this rare glimpse into 
how the very wealthy live. 

The husband’s employer was quite generous as a host, and took them to the 
finest restaurants. Arlene knew she would never have the opportunity to 
indulge in this kind of extravagance again, so was enjoying herself immensely. 
As the three of them were about to enter an exclusive restaurant that evening, 
the boss was walking slightly ahead of Arlene and her husband. He stopped 
suddenly, looking down on the pavement for a long, silent moment. 

Arlene wondered if she was supposed to pass him. There was nothing on the 
ground except a single darkened penny that someone had dropped, and a few 
cigarette butts. Still silent, the man reached down and picked up the penny. 
He held it up and smiled, then put it in his pocket as if he had found a great 
treasure. 

How absurd! What need did this man have for a single penny? Why would he 
even take the time to stop and pick it up? 

Throughout dinner, the entire scene nagged at her. Finally, she could stand it 
no longer. She causally mentioned that her daughter once had a coin 
collection, and asked if the penny he had found had been of some value. 

A smile crept across the man’s face as he reached into his pocket for the 
penny and held it out for her to see. She had seen many pennies before! 
What was the point of this? “Look at it” he said. “Read what it says.” 

She read the words “United States of America.” 

“No, not that; read further.” 

“One cent?” 

“No, keep reading.” 

“In God We Trust?”  
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(Pennies, page 2) 

“Yes! ” 

“And?” 

“And if I trust in God, the name of God is holy, even on a coin. Whenever I 

find a coin I see that inscription. It is written on every single United States 
coin, but we never seem to notice it! God drops a message right in front of 
me telling me to trust Him? Who am I to pass it by? When I see a coin, I 
pray, I stop to see if my trust IS in God at that moment. I pick the coin up as 
a response to God; that I do trust in Him. For a short time, at least, I cherish 
it as if it were gold. I think it is God's way of starting a conversation with me. 
Lucky for me, God is patient and pennies are plentiful! 

When I was out shopping today, I found a penny of the sidewalk. I stopped 
and picked it up, and realized that I had been worrying and fretting in my 
mind about times I cannot change. I read the words, “In God We Trust,” and 
had to laugh. 

Yes, God, I get the message. It seems that I have been finding an inordinate 

number of pennies in the last few months, but then, pennies are plentiful! 

And, God is patient . . . 

“Stop telling God how big your problems are, and start telling your problems 
how big your God is.” 

Author unknown 
(e-mailed to us from our daughter) 
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Appendix E: “Love of God” 

Love of God 

Not with uncertain, but with assured consciousness do I love Thee, O 

Lord. Thou hast stricken my heart with Thy word, and I loved Thee. And also 

the heaven, and earth, and all that is therein, behold, on every side they say 

that I should love Thee; nor do they cease to speak unto all, “so that they are 

without excuse.” But more profoundly wilt Thou have mercy on whom Thou 

wilt have mercy, and compassion on whom Thou wilt have compassion, 

otherwise do both heaven and earth tell forth Thy praises to deaf ears. But 

what is it that I love in loving Thee? Not corporeal beauty, nor the splendour 

of time, nor the radiance of the light, so pleasant to our eyes, nor the sweet 

melodies of songs of all kinds, nor the fragrant smell of flowers, and 

ointments, and spices, not manna and honey, not limbs pleasant to the 

embracements of flesh. I love not these things when I love my God; and yet I 

love a certain kind of light, and sound, and fragrance, and food, and 

embracement in loving my God, who is the light, sound, fragrance, food, and 

embracement of my inner man—where that light shineth unto my soul which 

no place can contain, where that soundeth which time snatcheth not away, 

where there is a fragrance which no breeze disperseth, where there is a food 

which no eating can diminish, and where that clingeth which no satiety can 

sunder. This is what I love, when I love my God. 

St. Augustine, Bishop of Hippo 
The Confessions of St. Augustin. X, vi, 8. 
(Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Volume 1, 
First Series. 1994. Originally published 1886. 
Philip Schaff, editor. 
Hendrickson Publishers, Inc. 
Peabody, MA)  
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Appendix F: “Exploring the Sunday Readings” — October handout 

(see attached) 
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Use this prayer when you gather with a group to reflect on the Sunday readings, or to begin your own individual reflection. 

ou are the source of everything that lasts, O God, and of every sustaining virtue. 

Teach us to be bold declarers of the truth, no matter what the cost. And help us to be 

better lovers with heart and soul and mind and strength. Amen. 

October 6 Twenty-Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

True, Just, Lovely, Gracious 
FIRST READING: ISAIAH 5:1-7 

The Lord looked for judgment, but see, bloodshed! for justice, but 

hark, the outcry! 

Isaiah's song of the vineyard is not that different from many of 

the vineyard parables that Jesus will tell about six centuries 

later. God is revealed to be a fairly straightforward gardener. 

The Lord is not asking for miracles from the vineyard, just a 

harvest of useable grapes. It is not unreasonable to stop tend- 

ing a non-productive vine. Would you continue to water, 

prune, and fertilize a dead plant? 

And when the vine is really a people, and the people are 

planted for the purpose of justice, what should be done when 

they yield only bloodshed? Justice isn’t something we can lay 

at the feet of the courts, or governments, or society as a whole. 

You and I need to be people who exercise God's standard of 

compassionate justice in every decision we make. Justice is 

about how we use our money, and when we raise our voices, 

and whether we defend the poor and the vulnerable. If we pro- 

duce nothing for the sake of justice, what's to be done with us? 

® What have you done for the cause of justice in the last 

year? Where do you see injustice in your community, 

work place, or family? 

SECOND READING: PHILIPPIANS 4:6-9 

Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever 

is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any 

excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about 

these things. 

One of the traditional approaches of religion and morality 

has been to focus on the negative. It’s the “Thou Shalt Not” 

track, and it’s older than the commandments. The Beatitudes 

of Jesus turned that around, and focused instead on the posi- 

tive. That's the “Blessed Be” way of encouraging goodness. 

Paul takes that road in teaching us to focus our attention on 

things like truth, beauty, and grace. Our lives are filled with 

detours directing our attention to personal pleasures, comfort 

and security. But if we focus on avoiding them, we may look 

at them too long and fall under their spell instead. 

Another worldly detour that lures us is cynicism and disillu- 

sionment. There's no small share of bad news going around, 

and we can fall prey to it and lose hope that people can ever be 

better than they are. If we focus on crime, poverty, war, and 

scandal, we may begin to believe in the ugliness more than the 

wonder that also surrounds us. Dorothy Day once said the 

world will be saved by beauty. Turn to the praiseworthy, and 

lift up your heart! 

® Where and how do you let beauty into your life? Where 

do you look to find truth, purity, and a reason to praise? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 21:33-43 

“Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken away 

from you and given to a people that will produce its fruit.” 

Was Jesus saying the kingdom would be taken from the 

Pharisees and given to the tax collectors and prostitutes? Was 

he implying it would be taken from the Jews and given to 

the Gentiles? It would be a mistake to read anything so sim- 

plistic into the words of Jesus. It would be just as wrong to 

say that the kingdom would be taken from Catholics and 

given to Presbyterians, nice as they are, or any other group 

you can name. The kingdom does not belong to a group. 

What's more important than the card you carry is the dispo- 

sition of your heart. 

In the story that Jesus tells, the vineyard workers hope to 

acquire the inheritance of the heir by killing him. If only they  



had produced fruit in the vineyard, they would have had a 

share in what they sought! Instead, they receive the wrath of 

the owner. Choosing the way of violence can only lead to 

death. The life and goodness we seek can only be obtained by 

working for the harvest. This was true yesterday, but it’s just as 

vital for today. 

®@ Do you believe that violence can be a means to a just 

end? Where in the world right now do you think the 
means of violence should be replaced by a new disposi- 

tion of heart? 

October 13 

Faith Response 
Examine your conscience and see how violence may be har- 

bored in your heart. To whom or what is it directed? Consider 

ways of uprooting the violence and replacing it with a spirit 

that is true, just, lovely, and gracious. 

Z 

Twenty-Eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

The Secret of Living Well 
FIRST READING: ISAIAH 25:6-10A 

On this mountain God will destroy the veil that veils all peoples, the 

web that is woven over all nations; God will destroy death forever. 

One thing all human beings have in common is that we are 

all going to die. Though we buy the best health insurance, 

visit the finest doctors, take utmost care of our bodies, and 

live very courteous lives, we are still going to come to the end 

of our days on earth just the same. Death isn’t something 

that comes only to those who deserve it. It’s an equal-oppor- 

tunity experience for all of us. Despite all of this, many of us 

spend our whole lives in denial of this fact. 

If the idea of dying is unpleasant, we might consider that 

the only way to redeem the experience is to turn to the 

Author of life, who has promised to destroy death forever. No 

one and nothing else can save us. There is no Plan B. And God 

has made it really easy for us. All we have to do is believe it, 

and live as if we do. The invitation to Isaiah’s feast on the 

mountain is already in your mailbox. 

@ List the top five goals of your life. Do any of them have 

to do with being the person God created you to be? Do 

any of your goals contradict the reality that this life is 

passing? 

SECOND READING: PHILIPPIANS 4:12-14, 19-20 

I have learned the secret of being well fed and of going hungry, of 

living in abundance and of being in need. I can do all things in 

God who strengthens me. 

The Prince and the Pauper by Mark Twain is one of the best- 

loved children’s stories of the last two centuries. We have a 

fascination with watching these two quite different person- 

ages exchange places and learn about the joys and miseries of 

the other’s circumstances. Being a prince has its privileges, 

but also its tedium and responsibility. Being a pauper can 

seem like an exhilarating life of freedom, but hardship and 

want close in pretty quickly. In the end, both boys realize 

that neither situation is ideal, but choose to return to the one 

they know and understand the best. 

Like many of us, Saint Paul has had the experience of being 

the prince and the pauper in turns. Unlike some of us, howev- 

er, he has learned the secret of being at peace in both circum- 

stances. Mystics call this discovery the principle of detach- 

ment: we recognize that neither state is “who we are,” and 

both are external to our true identity in God. “Naked I came 

into the world, and naked I go again,” as Job once learned. 

The lighter we travel on our way through, the easier we move 

in and out of the variables of need and plenty. 

(® What kind of abundance do you enjoy: material, relation- 

al, intellectual, or other? Where do you experience need? 

How can you practice detachment in both categories? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 22:1-14 

“Behold, I have prepared my banquet, my calves and fattened cat- 

tle are killed, and everything is ready; come to the feast.” 

One year I planned an Easter dinner and invited all the usual 

suspects: family, friends, the familiar crowd. That particular 

year, however, it turned out that the people I normally expect 

to see had made other plans. Unfortunately, I didn’t count on 

this and had already laid in a large supply of food. What to do? 

I started calling up people I hadn't seen in a long time, 

acquaintances with whom I'd fallen out of touch. I impulsive- 

ly invited people I bumped into at the Easter vigil, even one 

person that I didn’t particularly like. It turned out to be the 

best Faster dinner of all. The conversation didn’t follow the 

same old predictable tracks. People seemed surprised and 

grateful to be included. The woman who wasn’t my cup of 

tea turned out to be the life of the party. Putting God in 

charge of the guest list turned out to be better than control- 

ling things on my end. My judgment of who belongs in my 

life may be too narrow.  



(?) When have you had to let go of control of a situation 
that you normally hold onto tightly? How did the out- 
come surprise you? What role does the spontaneity of 

grace play in your life? 

/ 
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Faith Response 
Practice detachment. Let go of something that you value. 

Practice trust in God. Allow a situation that is important to you 

to evolve in its own way. Practice trust in others. Delegate 

responsibilities, and don’t look back or rearrange the results. 

Twenty-Ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

God or Caesar? 

FIRST READING: ISAIAH 45:1,4-6 

For the sake of Jacob, my servant, of Israel, my chosen one, I have 

called you by your name, giving you a title, though you knew me 

not. 

Once upon a time a man named Cyrus rose to power in 

Babylon. He wasn’t part of the story of Israel, and he didn’t 

know the God they worshipped. Still, his remoteness from 

the story in no way excluded him from having a role in salva- 

tion history. Isaiah tells us God chose Cyrus to lead an army 

that would change the course of history for the children of 

Jacob, eventually leading to their return from exile. 

The Spirit of God is free to roam where it wills, in Roman 

Catholics, Protestants, Jews, the children of Islam, followers of 

Confucius, Buddha, and even those who opt out of religion 

altogether. God's vision extends farther than the most spiritu- 

ally attuned eye can see. Where charity and love prevail, there 

God is found, as the song reminds us. Cyrus may not have 

known the name of the God who called him, but it was 

enough that God knew his name. 

(® Have you known people with no specific faith who have 

nonetheless proved themselves to be images of God's 

love, generosity, and compassion? Why would God use 

non-religious folk to work the divine will? 

SECOND READING: 1 THESSALONIANS 1:1-5B 

We give thanks to God always for all of you... knowing, brothers 

and sisters loved by God, how you were chosen. 

Cyrus of Babylon wasn’t the only rabbit God pulled out of a 

hat in salvation history, of course. God seems to favor the 

least obvious choices for the bigger schemes: younger broth- 

ers, poor folk, barren women, Samaritans—folks we would 

count out for sure. But when God decided to offer salvation 

to the Gentiles far from Jerusalem, plenty of people were 

ready to put their foot down! Gentiles as a category didn’t 

belong. They didn't fit into the plan as God's people had 

come to understand it. God was doing something too new to 

incorporate into the old wineskins of the culture, and some 

people were not ready for a new wineskin. 

Paul, happily, was ready, and so he led the charge, embrac- 

ing new sisters and brothers into the faith of God’s chosen. 

People haven't changed that much in two thousand years. We 

still don’t like to change the way we think about God, even 

while God is preparing new wine to make our hearts glad. 

(?) Which truths of the faith do you see as eternal and 
unchanging? Which elements of the church are you will- 

ing to see change and evolve? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 22:15-21 

Jesus said to them, “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and 

to God what belongs to God.” 

The Pharisees weren't looking for a practical solution to their 

question about the Roman tax. They wanted to expose Jesus 

for his real loyalties: to Rome (in which case the Jewish 

authorities would regard him as a traitor), or to Jerusalem (in 

which case the Roman authorities would punish him for 

being a bad citizen.) Jesus took it up a notch higher, when he 

declared himself loyal to God. What belongs to God was 

uppermost in his concern, and he had no quarrel with any- 

thing that did not contradict that. 

This past year we've faced questions about our loyalties that 

seem at times to divide us in two: are we behind our country 

and its policies or the pope and his pronouncements? And 

what do we do if they differ dramatically? Are we good citi- 

zens or good Christians? It seems the answer is no different 

today than when Jesus first spoke it. We are children of God, 

first and foremost. What belongs to God cannot be given to 

any other authority. Whatever power Caesar may have, as 

Jesus once pointed out to Pilate, is given to him at God's 

pleasure. Our primary allegiance belongs to God. 

(?) How do you distinguish between the humanity of church 

leaders and how they represent divine authority on 
earth? Which aspects of the institutional church seem 

purely administrative, and which are “inspired”? 

Faith Response 
Reflect on how you demonstrate (or fail to demonstrate) God's 

authority over your life in how you treat others; in your use of 

money and material things; in your response to the teachings 

of the church; in how you make a living or exercise authority. 

Resolve to work on the weakest area of your allegiance.  



  

October 27 Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
  

[t All Depends on This 
FIRST READING: EXODUS 22:20-26 

Thus says the Lord: “You shall not molest or oppress an alien, for 

you were once aliens yourselves in the land of Egypt.” 

Thirteen congregations of Catholic sisters in the Midwest have 

pooled their resources to buy billboard time to issue this invi- 

tation to passersby: “Welcome the immigrant you once were!” 

It’s a reminder that few of us are native to this place, and we 

have no moral ground on which to stand when we discrimi- 

nate against the latest wave of newcomers. 

But in a larger sense, too, we have to make room for others: 

in our busy, complicated lives, in the extension of the nuclear 

family, and in the recesses of the heart. We have to make room 

for differentness, for sharing, and for understanding those who 

seem foreign and strange. A Christian writer would add a 

much later coda to this Exodus ideal: “Here we do not have a 

lasting city; we seek a home that is yet to come” (Hebrews 

13:14). Truthfully, we are all aliens in the world, just passing 

through on our way to our real home. 

®@ How do you welcome the stranger, the newcomer, or the 

loner in your community? How do you make room for 

others in your conversation and at your table? 

SECOND READING: 1 THESSALONIANS 1:5C-10 

For other believers themselves openly declare...how you turned to 

God from idols to serve the living and true God and to await his 

Son from heaven. 

Serving idols has never gone out of fashion, even though 

most of us have put those stone statues of Baal and Astarte in 

the garage rather than displaying them in the living room. 

Our new service to idols goes more along these lines: we turn 

ourselves into pretzels trying to live up to our parents’ expec- 

tations of us; we become crowd pleasers to our bosses, our 

children, the neighbors; we become disciples of the dollar, or 

addictions, or fashion, or the cult of youth. There are plenty 

of idols to go around, aost of us serve more than one. 

What would happen if we did what the Thessalonians did: 

forsake our idols and serve only the living and true God? Our 

lives would become indistinguishable from Christ's. We would 

say as Paul once did: It is no longer I who live, but Christ who 

lives in me. We would forget to color our hair and keep up 

Closing Prayer 

with the Joneses and probably get off the ladder of success and 

cultivate downward mobility. Our sneakers would be so five- 

years-ago. A lot of people would disapprove of us. In other 

words, we would be free. 

@ Describe your idols. How do they keep you from being a 

free child of God? 

GOSPEL: MATTHEW 22:34-40 

“The whole law and the prophets depend on these two command- 

ments.” 

Love God, and love your neighbor. These are the two com- 

mandments which Jesus called the foundation of religion as 

most people of his day understood it. You didn’t have to 

memorize the ten commandments, much less the six-hun- 

dred-and-some Deuteronomic laws attributed to Moses. All 

you had to do was love God, and demonstrate that by loving 

your neighbor. 

If only it were as easy as it sounds. Simple, yes, but easy, no. 

Our neighbor comes in so many remarkable varieties, ranging 

from delightful to irritating to enraging. It’s easy to love the 

neighbor who picks up your mail and feeds the cat when 

you're away. It’s harder to love the one who blares his boom 

box at the red light just under your window at two in the 

morning. But it doesn’t work that way. Loving God only has 

meaning if we show that love to the rest of creation. So I'll 

support you in loving the man who talks your ear off and 

never asks how you're doing, if you'll help me love the woman 

who calls me at dinnertime to sell me telephone service. 

® To whom is it most difficult for you to show God's love 

and generosity? How might you turn your instinctive lack 

of charity into an opportunity for blessing? 

Faith Response 
Say goodbye to one of your cherished idols. This may take 

some extra prayer, even spiritual direction, a twelve-step pro- 

gram, or therapy to accomplish, depending on how large a 

role it has occupied in your life. Choose freedom in the service 

of the living God. 

Use this prayer to end your group or individual reflection on the Sunday readings. 

God, you created us to be your free children and heirs, not slaves to sin or surrendered 

to ashes. Send your Holy Spirit to guide us along the way of liberty, so that you can 

accomplish marvelous deeds through us. And may your kingdom come. Amen 

  

Exploring the Sunday Readings, written by Alice Camille, is a copyrighted monthly service of Twenty-Third Publications, 185 Willow Street (PO Box 180), Mystic, CT 06355. Mary 

Carol Kendzia, editor; Holly Bewlay, illustrator. Single subscription, $11.95; 2-10 subscriptions (same address), $9.95 each; 11-20 subscriptions (same address), $7.95 each. 1-20 subscrip- 

tions are shipped bimonthly and billed annually, and include postage and handling. Bulk prices: 21-100 copies 20¢ each per month; 101-500 copies, 15¢ each per month; 501-1000 copies, 

12¢ each per month; 1000+ copies, 10¢ each per month. Postage and handling are additional. Bulk subscriptions are shipped and billed bimonthly. In Canada, add 25% for exchange and 

additional postage. For information or to order, call (800) 321-0411; or FAX (800) 572-0788. Visit our Web page at www.twentythirdpublications.com! 
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Appendix G: "The Catholic Church” 

The Catholic Church 

¥e are the holy Church. But I do not 

say “we” as though to indicate only we who are 

here, you who have just been listening to me. 1 

mean all of us who are here and by the grace of 

God faithful Christians in this church, that is, in 

this city; all those in this region, in this province, 

across the sea, all those in the whole world. 

Such is the Catholic Church, our true mother, 

the true spouse of so great a husband. 

--Sermon 213, 7 

Prayer. O Body of Christ, holy Church, let all 

your bones say, “Lord, who is there like You?” 

--Commentary on Psalm 34, 14 

St. Augustine, Bishop of Hippo 
(Augustine Day By Day, June 7, 
pg. 87. Catholic Book Publishing 
Co., New York, 1986.) 
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Appendix H: Evaluation Survey 

THE WORD OF THE LORD 

A Faith and Scripture Enhancement Program 

Program Evaluation 

Please circle the appropriate number: 1 = excellent, 2 = good, 3 = fair 

Keeping within the agenda 

Keeping on focus during discussion 

Getting through the agenda 

Participation by each member 

Assisting in the accomplishment of goals 

One thing I learned at this program 
  

  

  One thing I liked about this program 

  

One thing I think we accomplished 
  

  

Other comments/suggestions 
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Appendix I. Weekly Meeting Notes 

Full session outline for week 1: 

Exploring the Sunday Readings 

For September 1, 2002 

“Hearts on Fire” 

7:00 p.m. Opening prayer 

e Use opening prayer at top of handout (Appendix B) 

(or another prayer following the theme) 

e Introduction of theme: Hearts on Fire 

7:05 p.m. Brief overview of first scriptural reading: Jeremiah 20:7-9 

Jeremiah’s despair; a lament; an inner crisis 

e Feels as though God has deceived him, believed he only 

way called to search and destroy, to “cry out, violence and 

outrage is my message.” Now it seems God also wants 

him to prophesy, to preach, too. 

Pre-exile period during the reign of Jehoiakim (605 - 598 

B.C.E.) 

e Audience: people of Judah and Jerusalem 

Reading of Jeremiah 20:7-9 

Reading of commentary on handout 

Open discussion with Q & A using handout discussion questions 

7:35 p.m. Brief overview of second reading: Romans 12:1-2 

The Apostle Paul calls believers to offer their body and mind as a 

living sacrifice  



Terry E. Bowman 

Probably written 57 — 58 A.D. from Corinth or Cenchreae 

written as an introduction prior to his trip there 

outlining his mission and ministry as he understood it 

Reading of Romans 12:1-2 

Reading of commentary in handout 

Open discussion with Q & A using handout discussion questions 

8:05 p.m. Brief overview on Gospel: Mt. 16:21-27 

Matthew speaks to us on Jesus’ “heart on Fire” and what will 

be the conditions of discipleship for those who follow Jesus 

Jesus speaks of his passion for the first time and rebukes Peter 

Conditions of discipleship: 

e lose one’s earthly life in order to gain eternal life 

attain happiness with the Father not in material wealth 

repayment for sacrifices on earth—"the Son of Man will come 

with his angels in his Father's glory” 

Reading of the Gospel: Mt 16:21-27 

Reading of commentary on Gospel 

Open discussion with Q & A using handout discussion questions 

8:35 p.m. Bringing it all together 

Summarize the session around the common theme 

eo Each passage spoke of discipleship, its conditions, costs 

and rewards 

o How have I prepared for discipleship 

-- added AM and PM Liturgy of the Hours and Office of Readings 

to my life  
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-- Expanded my knowledge thru theological reflection and 

theological readings 

Discussion and Reflection on Faith Response 

8:55 p.m. Conclusion 

e brief intro to next week's theme 

oe closing comments 

Concluding prayer 

Use closing prayer from handout (or another 

Appropriate closing prayer) 

eo Used Dietrich Bonhoeffer’'s poem “Who Am I?” as 

closing prayer (see appendix C) 

Notes for context/history overview only: 

September 8, 2002 

“When the Sinner Is Your Friend” 

1% Reading: Ezekiel 33:7-9 

eo Ezekiel is commissioned by God as a watchman over Israel 

Ministry: 593 B.C.E. - 571 B.C.E., during the exile period in Babylon 

Was told to warn the wicked of their sins and the consequences of their 

refusal to change their ways 

Failure to warn others to change their ways would result in Ezekiel 

losing his life also 

2" Reading: Romans 13:8-10 

eo Continuation of Paul's letter to Romans from last week 

e Paul speaks of the obligation to be charitable to those in need  
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e This obligation translates into “love one another; for the one who loves 

another has fulfilled the law” i.e. that is the Mosaic Law 

Gospel Reading: Mt 18:15-20 

e Jesus speaks of how to handle a brother who sins 

We should not judge, that power lies with God alone 

Written sometime after 70 A.D.; original audience was Jewish Christian, 

but later the Gentile Christian segment became the dominant audience 

Faith Response 

e Sinner is Your Friend 

- often cannot see your own sins; the sins of other's can lead to 

self-examination to see if you are guilty of the same offense 

- call us to examine our own conscience, make a good confession 

September 15, 2002 

“The Forgiveness Lifestyle” 

1% Reading: Sirach 27:30 - 28:9 

e Written ca. 180 B.C.E. as an instruction piece 

Author: Jesus ben Eleazar ben Sirach, a wise sage of Jerusalem 

emphasized avoidance of vengeance and strife; exercised forgiveness 

Sirach speaks of forgiveness: if you wish your sins to be forgiven by 

God, you should forgive others their sins 

e Good philosophy today—judge not lest you be judged 

2" Reading: Romans 14:7-9 

e To live for the Lord, to die for the Lord: either way we are the Lord's 

e The Lord, who died and rose again, is Lord of the living and the dead  
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eo In all things we are the Lord's 

eo If we expect forgiveness in Christ, we must extend forgiveness to 

others 

Gospel Reading: Mt 18:21-35 

oe Forgiveness is the focus of Jesus’ parable of the Unforgiving Servant 

How often we forgive is not an issue—forgiveness has no statue of 

limitations 

We expect God to forgive us innumerable times, and God does 

We cannot, should not set limitations on how often we continue to 

forgive others 

Faith Response 

e Cannot shake the “A.].” thing 

o Need to place it in Jesus’ hands and move on 

September 22, 2002 

“Think Different” 

Think Different: Metanoia—a change in lifestyle, a change in our way of 

thinking 

1% Reading: Isaiah 55:6-9 

e Isaiah calls for those returning from exile in Babylon to change the way 

they think, the way they live, the way they experience God in their 

lives—very applicable advise for us today 

This message is as valid today as it was in 539 B.C.E. (the approximate 

date of writing) 

We are called to change—to be Christ-like  
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Realize we do not have all the right answers—so do not dispense advise 

as though we do 

God has a quite different way of looking at things—God sees what we 

can never see 

2" Reading: Philippians 1:20C, 27A 

e Written near the end of Paul’s ministry 

Paul's approach to death, as well as life, is very positive 

In death Paul will be with Christ—the ultimate goal and reward 

But in life he can continue to proclaim Christ's good news 

Urges the Philippians to follow this path so as to be worthy of life in 

Christ 

e We, too, should identify who we are by how we emulate Christ 

Gospel Reading: Mt 20:1-16A 

e Workers in the Vineyard—read here: God, Israelites, land of Israel 

God is very generous; all who answer God’s call and turns to God 

receives the same reward 

e It is not for us to judge what is fair or equitable, that alone is God's 

Faith Response 

eo Some gifts that God has given me that I say thanks for: 

o The opportunity to serve others 

o A loving family 

o Good friends 

Conclusion 

o Share “Pennies” with group. This story gave me a new insight to the 

phrase “In God We Trust” on our money (see Appendix D)  
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September 29, 2002 

“There's Still Time” 

1% Reading: Ezekiel 18:25-28 

Written around 592-591 B.C.E.; was among the Judean exiles in Babylon 

Ezekiel speaks of forgiveness; the Lord forgives all those who repent 

and ask forgiveness 

The house of Israel may feel its not fair for the wicked to be forgiven 

and preserve his life just as the virtuous man’s life is preserved 

The decision is God's, and “There's always time” 

It comes down to a person’s responsibility 

We, too, should not lose sight of the fact that it is never too late for us 

to change, to turn from sin toward God and accept God's love and 

grace—to be forgiven 

2" Reading: Philippians 2:1-11 

Paul speaks of the humility of Jesus Christ in that he came into this 

world as a common man—"taking the form of a slave, coming in human 

likeness” 

Humility and selflessness are the key points here, for the Philippians 

and for us all 

Gospel Reading: Mt 21:28-32 

Two Sons parable 

One son tells his father no, but does as his father asked 

The other son tells his father yes, but fails to follow through 

Which son best describes our response to the Father's requests?  



Terry E. Bowman 65 

e We should be as the first son, do as our heavenly Father asks; There's 

Still Time for us to repent and do good 

Faith Response 

oe The focus in on forgiveness—our forgiving others, God forgiving us 

e We may believe it is too late for us, but God is always ready to help us 

to forgive, and be forgiven 

e We should always remember: with God “There's Always Time” 

Conclusion 

e Share “Love of God” from Augustine (see Appendix E) 

His mother never gave up praying for Augustine’s conversion and 

baptism—There’s Always Time 

Augustine came to know and love his God, for There was Time, there 

always is. 

October 6, 2002 

“True, Just, Lovely, Gracious” 

1% Reading: Isaiah 5:1-7 

eo One of the first Isaiah prophecies; written around 745-742 B.C.E.; 

location: Jerusalem 

Agricultural imagery—people can relate 

Speaks of consequences of a nonproductive vineyard 

Parallels: God's vineyard—Judah; People Israel—the vine; destruction of 

vineyard—overtaken and sent into exile 

God had planted His people and tended His vineyard lovingly in 

accordance with the covenant God established with His people  
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For their part Israel did not fulfill their part of the covenant (vine 

produced wild grapes), thus the vineyard is destroyed (exile of Israel) 

2" Reading: Philippians 4:6-9 

Paul encourages Philippians (and us) to think and behave in virtuous 

ways 

This positive position (as opposed to the negative “Thou Shalt Not”) 

fosters traits of truth, honesty, purity, justice, fruitful approaches to 

religion and morality 

Paul offers himself as an example for good moral and religious behavior 

Gospel Reading: Mt 21:33-43 

God's “vineyard” is again the focus of Jesus’ parable; this time the 

“tenants” (Jewish Leaders) are admonished 

Jewish Leaders have not tended the ‘vineyard’ (the Jewish people) 

properly 

God will take the vineyard from the tenants and give it to those who will 

tend the vineyard as God wishes 

God sent his servants (prophets) and Son (Jesus Christ) to tell the 

tenants (Jewish Leaders) that they will lose the vineyard if they do not 

tend it properly 

Message to us: If we fail to shepherd God’s people in the way the 

prophets and Jesus Christ have taught, the people will be taken from 

our care and given to those who will tend the flock. 

Faith Response 

What violence am I harboring in my heart and why?  
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e There is a person who has hurt deeply those whom I love very 

much 

Need to forget about that person and move on; thank God for the 

opportunity to provide, protect and love those who were harmed; 

to create happy memories to replace the bad ones 

October 13, 2002 

“The Secret of Living Well” 

1% Reading: Isaiah 25:6-10A 

e A part of the Apocalypse of Isaiah (Ch 24:1 - 27:13); written roughly 

after 500 B.C.E. 

Banquet on Mt. Zion Eschatological theme: God's Great Banquet 

God will prepare a large banquet for all peoples 

The Lord removes danger and death for all times 

e May also suggest the return from exile for the people Israel 

2" Reading: Philippians 4:12-14, 19-20 

e Written as a thank you for financial support while Paul was in prison. 

e Paul has learned to survive in good times and in bad times 

e Assured the Philippians that God would provide for their needs, for 

whatsoever you do to the least of my people, that you do unto me. 

(Note the parallel of Paul's statement and that of Jesus Christ ref. Mt 

25:40) 

Gospel Reading: Mt 22:1-14 

e Parable of the king's great banquet  
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e The Jewish people (those invited to the banquet who did not come) are 

invited to God's kingdom but make excuses for not coming; nor do they 

accept Jesus Christ as their Messiah 

The Gentiles (the street people) who the servants go out to gather are 

invited and attend 

e The one thrown out of the banquet because he was not dressed right : 

the one who did not have a change of heart, a conversion (metanoia) 

Faith Response 

oe Something Important: Pastoral Project 

e Problem: fear—cannot do it! 

e Turn this over to God; pray over the problem; ask God for help 

eo Allow God to guide me through my work 

October 20, 2002 

“God or Caesar?” 

1% Reading: Isaiah 45:1, 4-6 

e Attributed to Second Isaiah; written 550-530 B.C.E. during the exile 

God calls the most unlikely persons to do God's work 

Cyrus, a pagan king, will defeat the Babylonians and allows the captive 

Jewish people to return to their homeland 

Shows that God is the God of all people—Jew and Gentile—and will call 

many different people to do God’s work here on earth 

2" Reading: 1 Thessalonians 1:1-5B  
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eo Written by Paul from Corinth around the time of his second missionary 

journey (51 A.D.) 

Paul gives thanks to God for the Thessalonians’ faithfulness, labor of 

love and their enduring hope in Jesus Christ 

Reminds them of how they received the gospel—in power, in the Holy 

Spirit, with conviction 

o We, too, receive the gospel in power, in the Holy Spirit, with conviction 

Gospel Reading: Mt 22:25-21 

eo Jesus addresses the issue of church and state, or in this case God and 

Caesar 

There was no clear cut distinction between the two in Jesus’ time, in 

fact one was quite dependent upon the other 

Jesus easily side-steps the trap laid for him herein, leaving the 

Pharisees to figure out their next move 

Just at the Jews could not avoid paying taxes to the Roman government 

neither can we; however, the Jews—and we—should also give to God 

full measure 

Faith Response 

e Demonstrate God’s Authority in my life: try to see God's reflection in all 

people; spend time each day in meditation and prayer; as the vessel of 

Jesus Christ try to touch a life each day 

Fail to demonstrate God's authority in my life: not always used God's 

gifts of talent and treasure wisely; have judged others; exercised my 

behavior as a result of other’s actions 

Conclusion  
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God used Cyrus, a pagan king, to free the Jewish people and allow them 

to return to their homeland 

Use “The Catholic Church” as final prayer; Augustine says the Church is 

all inclusive, includes all faithful Christians worldwide (see Appendix G) 

October 27, 2002 

“It All Depends on This” 

1% Reading: Exodus 22:20-26 

We see the issue of oppression here; oppression of the widow, of the 

orphan, of the alien, of the poor 

The Israelites are to remember they were once aliens—in Egypt— 

severely oppress as slaves 

Widows and fatherless children had no status in Israel's male dominated 

society; thus they became a very weak link in the socioeconomic chain 

upon the death of the adult male member of the house 

God always calls us to care for those less fortunate—the “alien” in our 

midst. A very early parallel to Jesus’ whatsoever you do the least of my 

people . . . statement 

2" Reading: 1 Thessalonians 1:5C-10 

Taking up where last week's reading left off Paul is grateful and thanks 

God for allowing the disciples to serve the Thessalonians 

Clear sign of the Holy Spirit at work here 

Pleased at the example the Thessalonians are setting for others 

Their suffering and persecution now will be rewarded in eternal life  
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Paul also challenges us to turn from our idols (money, power, status) 

and serve Christ 

Gospel Reading: Mt 22:34-40 

As in last week's Gospel reading the Pharisees are again trying to trick 

Jesus into saying something which will incriminate himself—either 

religiously or politically 

Greatest Commandment: Love God, Love Neighbor 

We can see a dimensional aspect of love here—vertically: Love God; 

Horizontally: Love neighbor 

Love's dimensionality requires both loves in order to be a balanced, true 

love 

Faith Response 

® My “cherished idol” is psychological: Fear 

I preferred the safe road, regardless of how unfulfilling, to using the 

less traveled road which could lead me to greater happiness 

I needed to “choose freedom in the service of the living God”; allow 

Jesus Christ to work through me 

I am making progress, I believe, in letting go of this “cherished idol”"—a 

security blanket, if you will—and allowing Christ to work through me 
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