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Introduction 

The following pastoral project identifies and responds to a pastoral concern I 

have experienced both personally and with the women of my bible discussion group. 

This pastoral concern is the need for continuing religious education coupled with 

spiritual formation geared to the strengths and needs of the pre-Vatican II religiously 

formed Catholic woman. 

Exploring Vatican II documents and the development of their insights offers an 

opportunity for these women within a framework of theological reflection to build on 

their life experiences and solid religious/spiritual foundation to deepen their relationship 

with God. The personal faith and spiritual development of these women in becoming 

more conscious and focused enriches the Christian presence of leaven, salt and light 

within their particular families, local churches and neighborhood communities. 

 



Chapter 1 

Definition of the Pastoral Concern 

Identification of the pastoral setting: 

There exists a void in the continuing religious education and 

spiritual formation geared to the strengths and needs of the pre-Vatican II 

religiously formed Catholic woman within the local parish setting. Parish 

religious resources most often correctly concentrate on youth and those 

who are involved in this educational ministry. The older Catholic 

woman’s faith formation in light of the theological insights of the last 30 

years has not been addressed. 

More specifically, as was stated, I have experienced this vacuum of 

communication within my bible discussion group. The women in this 

group have been hampered in further faith development by dated biblical 

resource material, their comfort in familiarly held religious beliefs and 

practices, and the lack of any parish up-dating programs geared to their 

particular slot in the life cycle. 

This pastoral concern addresses the stated audience’s search for 

“religious information” yet encompasses a wider range of life situations. 

The aim of presenting current theological insights is to facilitate growth in 

personal spirituality and the initiative to pursue resources beyond the daily 

diocesan newspaper. The audience is a cohesive group of women who 

mutually support one another spiritually and physically in times of need.  



They, for the most part, desire insights into the documents of Vatican II. 

The group has expanded from eight to fourteen members during the past 

two years. With the increase in membership, there is also a more varied 

faith experience and commitment to the study program. 

The term “religious information” previously employed is the 

expression voiced during one of the bible group’s gatherings. Although, I 

believe that underlying their praying together and faithful attention to the 

Scripture readings and discussion directed by the resource book is the 

desire not only for “religious information” but also for a deeper 

understanding of and experience of Christ within their daily lives. 

Although my perceived impression of the women’s unexpressed 

restlessness to move beyond present religious understandings and personal 

spirituality as a gift of the Spirit, it also flows from the life experiences of 

the women themselves and their children. My pastoral project, therefore, 

aims at providing an opportunity for the religiously formed Catholic 

woman to theologically reflect on present religious beliefs and practices in 

light of Vatican II insights with the often contradictory but deeply felt 

experiences of life. Current theological insights informed by Vatican II 

documents will guide this integration of faith beliefs with human 

experiences. 

Description of the cultural dimensions of the pastoral context: 

The audience is comprised of fourteen women who all profess a 

deep faith although experienced on different levels. The group ranges in  



age from fifty to seventy-two years old. A great degree of marital, ethnic, 

and educational diversity exists within the group. All are baptized 

Catholics although one was not raised Catholic nor is a practicing 

Catholic, due to her mother’s bitter misunderstanding with the parish 

priest. 

Today’s culture although glorifying youth is experiencing a 

tremendous population expansion of the over 60 age group. The year 

1999 was declared the International Year of Older Persons. Kofe Annan, 

U.N. Secretary General stated that older people are both “agents and 

beneficiaries of development.” The Pontifical Council for the Laity 

responding to the U.N. theme of a “society for all ages” reaffirmed in a 

1999 document older people’s commission to transmit the Gospel and 

restated Pope John 

Paul II’s message of 1984 to older Church members: 

“you are not and must not consider yourselves to be 

on the margins of the life of the Church, passive 

elements in a world in excessive motive, but active 

subjects of a period in human existence, which is rich 

in spirituality and humanity. You still have a mission 

to fulfill and a contribution to make” (p. 12). 

The Pope’s statement rests on solid psychological ground as each 

stage of a person’s life from infancy through adulthood reflects a 

developmental stage of physical, emotional, cognitive and moral 

consciousness that meets the expanding role of the individual in human 

relatedness. As Erickson points out, human growth in all its facets follow  



predetermined stages of development. As the epigenetic principle states, 

this understanding of a developmental ground plan is “each part having its 

time of special ascendancy, until all parts have arisen to form a 

functioning whole” (p. 53). 

Two basic ideas surface from this principle. One is the orderly 

progression of the growth of each stage building on the previous stage yet 

enriching and going beyond to a broader understanding. Although in 

actual experience this development often looks and feels anything but 

orderly. Order is often seen in retrospection. Secondly, this acquiring, 

trying out, adjusting and practicing a new skill calls into account the 

struggle of choice, letting-go of a familiar approach or behavior or even a 

particular faith belief. Change is inherent to maturity. 

For the focus group of this pastoral project, the psychological 

development of “a sense of trust” is basic to the individual’s sustaining 

faith and its development in light of the perceived religious changes of 

Vatican II. In this context, “the sense of trust” refers primarily to the 

person’s trust in her own judgment and life experiences in relating them to 

belief and religious practices. 

Often for pre-Vatican II religiously formed Catholics their healthy 

“sense of trust” did not extend to the exercise of daily faith or religious 

practices. I distinctly recall one July Sunday in 1948, my Lithuanian 

grandmother telling me, “Of course, have a sip or two of water” to quench 

my thirst before we left for Mass. I was horrified! At the time, my ten  



year old trust rested in the security of church law while my wise but 

uneducated grandmother trusted herself in the practical living out of a 

religious demand within the human experience. Her faith secured in her 

personal “sense of trust” was not threatened by an ecclesial rule. This is 

not to imply that church laws are extraneous to church membership. 

Many seasoned Catholics see the restoration of early Christian 

practices and attitudes as radical change; they experience “nostalgia for a 

lost paradise” (Erickson, p. 62). This paradise answered all questions and 

situation of the person’s religious and moral experiences. Today, a 

religious or moral perspective of trust no longer principally lies outside 

oneself but within the cognitive judgment and “heart” of the individual 

directed to the God who is creating, redeeming and sanctifying. 

Therefore, the struggle to come to terms with one’s own 

psychological trust in self-direction, in other human beings, and in life 

itself must be addressed. As with each stage of human development, faith 

development builds on the basic foundation that one is loved; first 

experienced within the family unit and then ultimately loved by God who 

knows us as we are and who we can become. Always “becoming” is 

important in the presentation to this particular pastoral audience as in 

today’s culture so often the stereotypical older adult is portrayed as stogy, 

uncritical or stagnating. The cultural expectations for an age group or 

gender also enhance or diminish mature human spiritual development for 

that age group or gender.  



Human development and personal growth as the Whiteheads point 

out continues to be characteristic of the final decades of human life. 

Acceptance of one’s history and self are integrated into a wholeness that 

conveys meaning to the person. The task of meaning making is open 

ended and perhaps the most meaningful development is possible for this 

pastoral focus group that are now freed from the care of child rearing, and 

for the most part, full-time employment. 

Therefore, for the targeted religiously formed Catholic women of 

pre-Vatican II, two major developmental themes and struggles exist: 

applying the acquired secular “sense of trust” to the religious sphere and 

identifying meaning in one’s own personal life. Inherent to these two 

developmental themes of wisdom is the individual’s possession of a moral 

conscience rooted in free choice. Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes, locates the 

dignity of the human person in knowing him/herself in the depth of his/her 

being opening the self to God. It is here in the core of being that one 

“decides his/her own destiny in the sight of God” (n. 14). 

The dignity of moral conscience rests on observing the law 

inscribed by God in the human heart. The Vatican II document continues 

that conscience searches “for truth and for the right solution to so many 

moral problems which arise both in the life of individuals and from social 

relationships” (n. 16). 

In order to promote human wholeness and to embrace the renewal 

of Christian Catholic life in light of Vatican II the pastoral group will rely  



on the strength acquired in their present faith developmental stage. Fowler 

quotes Erikson in noting that each “stage is tested by the necessity to 

transcend it in such a way that the individual can take chances in the next 

stage with what was most vulnerably precious in the previous one” (79). 

On a very basic level, the removal of altar rails, turning the altar to face 

the assembly, omitting the ringing of bells at the words of consecration, 

and the introduction of the vernacular language were small risks to be 

taken in light of the greater understanding of the celebration of the 

Eucharist. 

The fact that the pastoral audience physically experienced and 

accepted the outward signs of religious space and ritual practices opens 

them to further theological insights. Kohlberg’s Stage Five of moral 

development “recognizes the relativity of most social rules and laws “but 

affirms the importance of upholding them...because they are the social 

order” (p. 83). The fact that most ecclesial rules are not absolute is 

necessary for the group to accept (they intellectually understand this fact) 

in order for them to rethink many of their time-practiced modes of 

religious beliefs and practices. 

This acceptance affords them the security of recognizing the 

validity of their personal experiences within the culturally situated 

religious practices of the church. It also guards against their rejection of 

the Church.  



Significance of concern for pastoral ministry in its theological 

implications: 

Pastoral ministry in the third millennium must recognize the 

psychological and intellectual abilities of the older person, take into 

account the expanding older population, and hence, offer programs to 

meet their religious potential. Vatican II’s Decree on the Apostolate of 

Lay People in speaking of the mission of the Church as the Mystical Body 

writes: 

“no member plays a purely passive part, sharing in the life of the 

body it shares at the same time in its activity.... ‘the whole Body 

achieves full growth in dependence on the full functioning of each 

part’ (Eph. 4:16). A member who does not work at the growth of 

the body to the extent of his possibilities must be considered useless 

both to the Church and to himself” (no.2). 

This pastoral concern of going beyond the comfortable, the known 

by this unlikely group of older Catholic women follows in the Christian 

Tradition of recognizing God’s call to embrace unfamiliar territory. The 

Exodus story portrays God’s presence to the Israelites as they traveled in a 

foreign land. The Hebrew Scripture recounts “And so it was for every 

stage of the journey” that God was present with them into unfamiliar 

terrain (40:38). Adult women are called, as was Abraham to leave the 

familiar for the unfamiliar. Like Ezekiel, the priest who became a 

prophet, the older woman of today is called to embrace the life of the 

Church beyond serving the parish picnic dinners!  



Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response 

Design of Response: 

The ministerial response consists of four 3-hour sessions of 

information and group process. The subject matter comprises topics that 

members of the group decided upon during the theological reflection 

process: Reconciliation, Eucharist, Church and Universal Salvation. 

Design addresses the concern and targeted audience: 

My preconceived topics for discussion and time frame for the 

sessions were readjusted due to the desires and hesitations of the members 

of the bible study group. The women were reassured that the sessions will 

not be lectures but workshops of videos, hands-on experiences with group 

participation that will develop the particular topics (concern was voiced 

that the theological reflection process might be “too deep”). 

Theological Reflection Process in the Planning and Implementation 

Stages: 

An initial theological reflection process occurred with six members 

of the bible discussion group in order to explore topics of interest. From 

this exploratory session the topics that surfaced for future formal 

presentation in light of Vatican II were: Sacraments of 

Penance/Reconciliation and Eucharist, Church, and salvation outside the 

Christian Church. 

A more detailed explanation of theological reflection was 

presented to the entire group for purposes of better understanding the 

process and identifying topics for session discussion. For this process of  



the planning stage I presented the Tri-polar Method because of its concrete 

examples. A handout of the Method’s visual process with a brief 

explanation of the pastoral project assignment was distributed to each 

participant. 

The process of theological reflection will be the framework for 

developing each of the topics of the four sessions, as the point of human 

experience is both the starting point and the source of questioning for this 

pastoral group. Working in groups of two or three the women will explore 

past and present experiences of God in their lives. They will be asked to 

prayerfully recollect and recount life experiences. The point is to seek the 

meaning in daily experience, to see God’s presence in daily life. This 

process leads to a more conscious and focused approach to daily events, 

seeing below the surface to God’s providential love for the individual. 

Major Components of the Pastoral Response: 

The pastoral response will be guided in its planning and 

implementation by the following: 

A. Goals 
l. To recognize the divine presence in human experience 

through the process of theological reflection 
2. To acquire a deeper and more expansive appreciation of 

Reconciliation as it applies to human relationships and 

social issues 
3. To experience in Eucharist “we who are many are one 

body” (1Cor.10-7) 
4. To realize that our covenantal relationship with God 

extends to all human relationships 

B. Objectives 
1. Opportunity for “hands-on” experience in theological 

reflection  



2. Deeper understanding of long-held religious beliefs and 

their development since 1962 — question of self-trust 
3. A working familiarity with Vatican II documents on 

Church 
C. Implementation Design 

1. Four sessions of 3-hours, comprised of presentation and 
group response 

2. Sessions will be scheduled at two-week intervals 

3. Audience consists of the members of the bible discussion 

group 

D. Evaluation 
1. A theological reflection with members of the parish staff 

based on my journal reflections. 
2. The written evaluation of the participants regarding 

presentation: Was it pertinent? Clearly presented? 
Unanswered questions regarding any of the topics. 

Reaction to group response experiences 

The format of the sessions will be rooted in the tripolar method of 

theological reflection. Starting from personal experience, a particular 

topic will be explored informed by cultural and Scripture/tradition 

resources. Reflections on personal experience and cultural observations 

exchanged within small groups will then be shared within the larger 

audience. The facilitator will present the Scripture/tradition resource that 

comprises the session topic. 

Evaluation forms will be distributed at the conclusion of each 

session. Points to be evaluated are clarity and interest of presentation. 

Suggestions for improvement, future topics, and participants’ assessment 

of the session will be included in the evaluation.  



Chapter 11 

Theological Reflection in the Planning and Implementation Stages 

Flannery O’Connor in discussing her stories wrote, “The whole 

experience is the meaning.” Much like this quote theological reflection 

dissects “the whole experience” in order to perceive “meaning.” The 

various methods of theological reflection all begin with God’s presence in 

the human experience or event itself. All aspects of the experience are 

examined. Relating information from the cultural setting and the Christian 

Tradition further informs the experience “in light of religious beliefs and 

understanding of those beliefs” (Kinast, p. ix). Concrete action or decision 

is shaped from the gained insights. 

Theological reflection anchors the minister and his/her ministry in 

the Gospel message. It is a tool for the minister in discerning ministerial 

interactions, appreciating ministry’s continuation of the kingdom and in 

deepening the vocation of ministry and the minister’s faith (Killen, 

deBeer, p. 111). 

Integral to the identification, planning, development and 

implementation of the pastoral project is the experience of theological 

reflection. Over the past four years I had been relating my bible study 

experience with my knowledge and appreciation of my Catholic heritage 

and found a decidedly low correlation. During this period I had shared 

these reflections with the parish coordinator of religious education. She 

advised me to find another group that better fit my need. The fact of my  



association and experience of praying with these women coupled with a 

innate tenacity bound me to the group. 

I also detected other group members experiencing a like uneasiness 

with the present situation. We were searching for a solution to our dry 

biblical format and dated understanding of the Church. 

The pastoral project assignment, therefore, provided an 

opportunity for a formal response to an experienced pastoral concern. 

Armed with the course requirement I approached the group to assist me in 

defining areas of interest they would appreciate having explored. A 

representative number of six women met with me to discuss their life long 

held faith beliefs in light of life experiences. 

We compared experienced of loved ones’ deaths, experiences of 

divorce and marriage, salvation outside the Catholic Church as some of 

our children were no longer practicing Catholics having joined other 

Christian denominations. From this reflective conversation a list of topics 

was drawn up as to interest and pertinence for future discussion. 

Planning Stage 

Two months later on May 10, 2000, the entire bible discussion 

group met to more formally identify areas of needed updating regarding 

faith understanding and spiritual development. There were ten women 

present. The handouts distributed at this gathering are located in 

Appendix *A. Everyone was asked to read the handouts. Those present at 

the informal session were asked to relate their general reflections of the  



discussion. From the handouts and the women’s introductory comments 

the process of reflection began to unfold. 

The women openly recounted personal experience, both joyous 

and heart rendering. Underlying their recounting of personal experiences 

was their religious formation and faith beliefs. This more formal 

theological reflection process was rooted in the religious stories of the 

women. 

John Shea writes that through storytelling the soul glimpses “a 

sense of essential participation...of an ongoing relationship with Spirit 

that establishes the reality of who we are,” making human wholeness 

(Gospel Light. p. 39). Personal stories awake, reveal and bind people in 

community. 

From this group planning process of theological reflection the 

topics of Reconciliation, Eucharist, Church and Universal Salvation 

surfaced for future exploration. The women were uncomfortable in 

directly approaching the topic of Theological Reflection. The sessions 

treating the specified topics will in themselves offer an opportunity for 

process work in theological reflection methodology. One goal of the 

presentations is to offer hands-on experience in discovering God’s 

presence in human daily life through the process of theological reflection. 

The women also voiced a concern that three hours per session was 

too intense a time. 1 reassured them that their reflections on personal 

experiences and critical input would be the dynamic in interpreting and  



validating the information and insights presented in the sessions so the 

time slot may be too short. 

The experience of reflecting with the group forcefully pointed out 

to me the self-certitude and self-assurance that I had brought to the 

project. My assumptions and judgments were not the concerns nor desires 

of the group. In reflecting on their comments I had to admit that they do 

not experience a need for a deeper spiritual relationship with God that I 

had attributed to them. I strongly state that one’s experience of God 

cannot be judged. Everyone approaches God through her/his own distinct 

personality and experiences. Their interest appeared to center on 

informational input viewed in light of their own personal experience. The 

pastoral minister mediates or serves the community but can never 

determine the community’s response. 

What was dramatically evident in this reflective process was that 

the long-held Christian tradition although powerfully present to these 

women was not the absolute authority for them. This fact confirms Killen 

and deBeer’s writing that mature adults recognize cognitively and 

affectively that faithfulness to the tradition permits criticism and 

“reinterpretation of the tradition for new settings” (p. 114). This is an 

insight that I must take to heart. 

In my personal ongoing theological reflection concerning this 

pastoral concern I was guided by Kinast’s method. His framework for  



deliberately connecting one’s reflection on experience to one’s religious 

heritage is: 

1. select a specific important experience 

2. describe this experience in order to identify thoroughly 

. explore the experience in light of the Christian tradition\ 

. learn from the retelling as every experience reveals 
something of God who is present in every human event 

. respond to the insights gained in the reflection 

Doing theological reflection is a developing art. Because of this 

fact it demands patience, practice, prayer and study of the Christian 

heritage. It is always rooted in human experience and relies on the powers 

of intellect, honesty, memory and imagination as do the parables of Jesus. 

C.S. Lewis when speaking of his Narnia Series “argued that it was not the 

mind but the imagination that allowed people to receive spiritual truth” 

(Rabey, p.2). This truth was evident in the personal stories of the women. 

More important than people sharing life experiences is the personal 

interpretation or meaning they assign to them. The memory, imagination 

and reflection of a recalled happening make real the faith of daily life. 

This self-reflective meaning-making process aids the pastoral person in 

understanding the individual and meeting her at her faith developmental 

stage (Kegan, p. 114).  



For the group theological reflection process in the planning stage, I 

presented the Tri-polar Method because of its concreteness. I also 

supplemented the method with questions adapted from Killen’s Chapter 6 

“Creating Designs for Theological Reflection.” 

This method of theological reflection outlined by James and 

Evelyn Whitehead relies on three sources of relevant information: the 

experience itself, Christian Tradition, and the culture’s resources. The 

process is enriched when more than one person is involved as a wider 

range of experiences and insights is available. The process then takes the 

information gained from the three sources, integrates the knowledge 

acquired and arrives at a concrete action or decision. 

As a result of the group’s theological reflection, the topics of 

Reconciliation, Eucharist, Church and Universal Salvation were chosen as 

the framework for this series on religious updating. 

The closing prayer of the planning stage was Luke’s account of 

Jesus’ confirmation of Simon’s ministry. Jesus’ words, “Do not be afraid” 

speak to all of us as we venture beyond our familiar faith beliefs “and 

follow him” (Luke 5:11). 

Implementation Stage 

The series’ first topic, The Sacrament of Penance/Reconciliation, 

was presented and developed by means of the Tripolar Model of 

Theological Reflection (see Appendix A). The opening meditation, II  



Cor. 5:17-20, speaks of the new creation in Christ as bringing God’s 

reconciliation to the world. 

The teaching segment of the video “The God Who Reconciles” 

acted as an introduction to the topic with correlation of the old practices of 

the Sacrament with its newer understandings and teachings. The video 

portrayed long lines of penitents prompting the audience’s memories of 

their childhood practices which, in turn, led to discussion of their present 

day experiences of the Sacrament: parish Lenten celebrations of 

Reconciliation, private celebration of the Sacrament during retreats. 

One woman, at this point, interjected her personal pain of her 

mother’s rejection due to being consigned to a nursing home. All the 

participant’s attempts at reconciliation have been rebuffed. Disregarding 

the planned progression of the session, the group looked at the tripolar 

model and proceeded to offer insights from each of the three resources. 

Another woman offered this insight from personal experience on 

forgiveness and reconciliation: if the other person refuses to forgive and 

be reconciled, your reconciliation with God suffices. Her comment 

reflects Fowler’s Stage Five of Conjunctive Faith where the 

developmental themes of interiority and reconciliation are joined. This 

stage identifies a person’s striving “to unify opposites. ...generates and 

maintains vulnerability to the strange truths of those who are ‘others’ (p. 

198). Fowler states those in this stage are open to a deeper spirituality.  



This insight echoes Carol Gilligan's chapter “Visions of Maturity.” 

Women comprehend “personal interconnection not only in cognitive 

process but also in the deeper “biblical conception of knowing as a process 

of human relationship” (p. 173). This process of knowing, she continues, 

affords the mature age woman the ability to better recognize the limits of 

personal autonomy and control. The group recognized this fact and the 

woman who posed her heart-breaking situation appeared to have been 

comforted. 

Written answers to the six questions regarding personal experience 

of penance and reconciliation began the theological reflection process. 

We then broke into two groups to explore the sacred scripture/tradition 

and cultural resources for added insights. Returning to the larger group 

we discussed the three sources that shape our understanding and, thereby, 

our participation of the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

The women located their approach to the Sacrament within their 

family’s religious tradition of experiencing “confession on Saturday 

afternoon.” One person’s parents were unable to receive the sacraments 

due to a remarriage, so for her, her family’s inability to participate in the 

sacramental life of the Church also influences her approach to 

Reconciliation even today. 

In a discussion of the new rites of reconciliation, the idea of a 

change or rethinking of church practices and even teachings did not offend 

these religiously formed pre-Vatican II Catholics. The Whiteheads  



reaffirm this fact that an openness to change is characteristic of the mature 

years. It might also imply that the mature woman has already adapted 

these attitudes and practices of change before they have been promulgated. 

Not only did the women accept these new liturgical penitential 

rites but enthusiastically embraced them in order “to better celebrate 

within a community of familiar faces, music and song.” One person 

voiced concern in regards to the necessity of confessing to a priest, as “it 

is just another exercise that doesn’t make us more forgiving or Godlike.” 

At this juncture, I as facilitator introduced Beguerie and Duthesmean’s 

diagram of the downward and upward pointing arrows illustrating the 

sacramental life of God coming to the human and the human responding to 

God. “Jesus then really appears as the path which links humankind with 

God” through the workings of the Church (p. 13). 

Jesus as the Son of God is the model for Christian life and worship. 

The Church as the mystical body of Christ is the means whereby 

Christians live out their relationship with Christ in coming to the Father. 

The group came to understand the Church as being the Sacrament 

of Christ who is the Sacrament of God. Members of the Church were 

confirmed as being sacraments of the Church. These designations were 

new to the women in name only, not in lived experience. We as a group 

reached this insight on the liturgical role of the priest “as an exercise of the 

priestly office of Jesus Christ. ...under the guise of signs” (Sacrosanctum 

Concilium, n. 7).  



From the questionnaire and the discussion, all agreed that the 

experience of forgiving reinforces the ability to forgive. The Sacrament of 

Reconciliation when experienced as forgiveness leads one to more freely 

forgive another. One of the women spoke of the movie “Pass It On” 

which exemplifies the experience of forgiveness. 

All the participants spoke of the communal celebration of the 

Sacrament as consoling, “not as scary” — much more peaceful and 

powerful than how they had first experienced it. “The community of 

familiar faces opens my heart to joy.” The rising smoke of the burning 

slips of written sins at the parish Penance celebration carried much 

symbolism for another woman. 

We all reconfirmed our appreciation of the Sacrament. Everyone 

expressed a greater sense of sacramental presence in the new rite of 

communal reconciliation. The women have put away their “respectable 

lists of sins.” They also commented that the prevailing sense of guilt has 

almost disappeared. 

Vatican II teaching and revision of the Rite of Reconciliation 

confirms the religious insights and faith understandings gained through the 

women’s life experiences. The women here reveal “the characteristic 

patterns of knowing, reasoning and adapting in ways that describe general 

features of human growth” (Fowler, p. 89). 

Gaudium et Spes in speaking of the dignity of the human person 

recognizes the primacy of conscience as the human’s “most secret core,  



and his sanctuary” (n. 16). Therefore, woman’s dignity requires her “to 

act out of conscious and free choice, as moved and drawn in a personal 

way from within, and not by blind impulses in (himself) herself or by mere 

external constraint” (n. 17). 

With this renewed enthusiasm for the Sacrament of Reconciliation, 

discussion turned to seeking spiritual meaning in human relationships. 

The topic of journal keeping surfaced as an aid in so doing. One woman 

offered information and advice from personal experience. 

The session closed with the praying of the Our Father wherein the 

words, “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against 

us,” carried added personal resolve and meaning for each of us. 

In the process of implementing the pastoral project, an opportunity 

arose to present the session on Eucharist to another bible study group of 

twelve women. Their interest and willingness to participate reflected, in 

part, their similarity with the original focus group. The two pastoral 

audiences are pre-Vatican II religiously educated Catholic women, 

dedicated to scripture study and have been together as both a prayer and 

study group for an established period of time. 

The greatest difference between the two groups lies in the more 

homogeneous makeup of the second group. There is less variance in age, 

the medium age being 65 years; all are college educated and share pre- 

Vatican II traditional Catholic religious experiences and insights.  



This second presentation confirmed my initial observation and the 

selected discussion topics set out by the planning group’s theological 

reflection process. Mature Catholic women seek faith nourishment and 

are open to deeper spiritual clarity and understanding. 

As the U.S. bishops write in Our Hearts Were Burning Within Us: 

A Pastoral Plan for Adult Faith Formation in the United States pastoral 

ministry must follow Jesus’ example and “join people in their daily 

concerns and walk side by side with them on the pathway of life.” This 

approach to the adult faith formation of women is not limited in scope but 

extends to many varied Catholic women in their experiences of joy, hope, 

and grief in light of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

In presenting the topic of Eucharist to this second pastoral group 

an agenda was distributed with the handout on the Tripolar Model 

(Appendix B). An introductory video placed Eucharist within the Paschal 

Mystery and tied the Sacrament to daily experience. After an explanation 

of the theological reflection process (some had experience with observe, 

judge and act of YCS and CFM) smaller groups reflected on their ‘pre’ 

and ‘post’ Vatican II experiences of Eucharist. 

At this point of the implementation stage I witnessed the power of 

memory. One woman’s father was present to the group as she recalled 

““visiting the Blessed Sacrament after work each day one summer” with 

him before going home for dinner. She discovered at 16 years old that this 

had been his practice for years. Another father always tipped his hat in  



honor of the Blessed Sacrament when passing a Catholic Church. College 

days were recalled in reliving daily Mass participation and the subsequent 

graces experienced by the women. These women from various parts of 

the country had experienced the same rituals that formed the basis of their 

adult religious lives. 

These relationships and events were not only remembered but were 

present to the group. Ordinary events held sacred meaning to those 

present. Their memories were again a source of God’s revelation. 

The cultural information gathering demanded more thoughtfulness. 

As facilitator I presented the scripture and tradition information. From 

these three sources the group reasserted their commitment to the 

Sacrament of the Eucharist. At this point the subject of passing on the 

Catholic tradition to grandchildren surfaced, an example of Erikson’s 

generativity in guiding future generations. A resource pamphlet, 

Grandparents’ First Communion Gift, was then distributed. In it, 

grandparents are encouraged to share their faith experience and belief of 

the Eucharist with the younger generation. 

The third item on the agenda, The Constitution on the Sacred 

Liturgy, built on the women’s acknowledged sacramental experiences of 

life and, in particular, their experience of the Eucharist as sacramental 

object and sacramental. In concluding the session, five summaries of 

Eucharistic documents were presented — from the Fourth Lateran Council 

(1215) to Mysterium Fidei (Pope Paul VI, 1965).  



The first objection was registered at this point. They all asked me 

to delete the last summarized paragraph of Pope Paul’s encyclical: 

Real presence is not a physical presence. It isa 

presence perceived by the mind, not the eye. It is nota 

natural presence but a supernatural presence perceived 

by the mind illuminated by faith. 

It is not that they disagreed with the statement but they inferred a 

challenge to their certitude on eucharistic belief. The group as a whole 

was definite on this point. The “helping and change agent” abilities of 

pastoral ministry were called into play at this juncture. After a rereading 

of the summary, a strong defense of the summary would serve no 

constructive purpose. As each person had a copy of the papal summaries 

to rethink and a short reading list on the Eucharist I concluded the 

discussion with the comment, “It is always in faith that one receives Jesus 

Christ under the species of bread and wine. In return, we make present 

Christ to the world.” 

Theological reflection as a transformative process of growth in 

religious faith and spirituality in this instance confirmed personal 

eucharistic faith while challenging long held religious understandings. I 

believe for these women, the challenge of Real Presence lies not in a lack 

of religious belief but rather in the metaphysical understanding of Real 

Presence. 

“Back home again in Indiana” set the stage for the third and fourth 

sessions on Church and Universal Salvation the second and fourth 

Wednesdays of June 2001. Agendas and handout materials for these  



sessions are included in Appendix C and D. Greater continuity of study 

and reflection was achieved in this closer scheduling. 

The presentations as planned were developed within the tripolar 

model. The women were now comfortable with the approach and lively 

discussions ensued. Although harboring reservations regarding the human 

structuring of the Church, the women expressed profound belief as 

members of the Church that they formed the Mystical Body of Christ in 

the here and now of life. The presence of the Spirit was central to their 

discussion (the group is now studying biblical references to the Holy 

Spirit). 

The sense of mission or a call to social justice was noticeably 

absent from their considerations. This defining aspect of Church 

membership is a good topic for future programs. 

Rather than ‘doing’ the planned hands-on activity, the group opted 

to individually explain their particular choice of the symbol signifying 

their personal meaning of Church. 

This worked well as the group reflected on the various understandings 

offered by each woman. It also exemplified the adaptability the minister 

must cultivate. 

The enthusiasm of the third session on Church flowed into the 

fourth session on Universal Salvation. The mood of the group was more 

serious and thoughtful when discussing the Person of Christ in regard to 

non-Christians. As the session concluded the general ‘feeling’ of the  



group was that they were leaving with much food for thought on the 

subjects of grace, the Spirit and the providence of God. 

 



Chapter III 

Analysis and Interpretation of the Knowledge Gained in the 
Implementation Process 

What was so utterly complicated both in name and ‘doing’ now 

became so comfortable, almost like a second skin! The women 

experienced this transformation from the planning through the 

implementation stages. My persistence and their willingness out of 

friendship began our first attempt at theological reflection. 

Because the goal of theological reflection is to recognize the divine 

presence within human experience the process is rooted in personal 

experience. The components of culture and religious tradition add to, 

refine and deepen the individual’s understanding of the personal 

experience. 

The group’s acceptance of theologically reflecting was also based, 

I believe, on its action orientation. The women experienced a change in 

their attitudes, appreciation of a new idea or confirmation of a previously 

held belief. Their interpersonal skills clarified ideas, affirmed one another 

and searched out alternatives especially in regard to Christ’s role in 

salvation during the session on Universal Salvation. 

All these women are necessarily involved with their families. One 

woman helps out at a soup kitchen while another is involved with the 

Indianapolis home for abused women organized by the sisters of Mother 

Theresa. In the third and fourth presentations group interest turned to  



concerns beyond family motivating some women to plan on volunteering 

at the soup kitchen and visiting the women’s shelter. The women’s 

conscious reflection as member of the Mystical Body of Christ prompted 

these concrete responses. 

This action orientation of theological reflection refers to “learning 

from one’s experiences.” A ministerial experience is looked at to see 

“what happened” then moves to “what does it mean” and finds a response 

in modifying or changing “the minister’s self-awareness, outlook, 

motivation, and decisions” (Kinast, p. ix). The resulting changes affect 

the minister personally and the process of the ministry itself. 

From my initial discouragement of the formal planning session to 

the successful completion of the four sessions I became aware of the 

presence of the Spirit in each woman individually and within the group 

itself. With this knowledge I was no longer the ‘sole doer.” The process 

became a collaborate adventure guided by the Spirit. I as facilitator 

provided the agenda, direction and background materials but the Spirit 

filled group guided the discussions and outcomes. 

What seemed to develop within the group during the process of the 

pastoral project was an awareness of the depth of the material to be 

uncovered and an eagerness to pursue a deeper understanding and 

experience of God on the part of all involved. I “saw” individuals wrestle 

with ideas that were not yet understandable. Each person savored the 

information, gaining insights peculiar to herself. This I see as beneficial.  



Therefore, for each topic I tried to present understandings that satisfy yet 

invite critical thinking. The wonder of God’s personal love, I hope, was 

the basis of all we attempted. 

The group’s acceptance of me enabled me to better discuss various 

points, add an illustration to a point or digress in answer to someone’s 

comment. I quickly learned from both Indiana and South Carolina women 

that the reference “pre-Vatican II” was not acceptable as a designation. 

The age defining tone needs to be rethought but the religious foundation of 

this age group is the basis for the presentations as they know the Church’s 

teachings and participate in the sacramental life of the Church. 

The implementation stage confirms the pastoral project’s proposal 

that adult religiously formed Catholic women have the time and desire to 

grow spiritually and intellectually in regards to their faith beliefs, and 

more importantly to a deeper experience of God. “You name it!” was the 

respond to my inquiry, “What other topics would interest you?” 

This response is enlightening as originally it was only topics of 

interest to the women that would draw an audience. The field of 

investigation is now wider! This fact confirms Pope John Paul II’s Letter 

to Women where he writes, “The life of the Church in the third millennium 

will certainly not be lacking in new and surprising manifestations of ‘the 

feminine genius.” Even if some of that genius is gray-haired and a little 

wrinkled! we must add.  



Chapter IV 

Analysis and Interpretation of Participants’ Evaluations 

One aim of an analysis of the participants’ evaluation of the project 

was to verify the authenticity of the pastoral project’s proposal in light of 

actual audience. Because the topics of “Reconciliation,” “Eucharist,” 

“Church” and “Universal Salvation” were selected by the focus group the 

appropriateness of the material and the effectiveness of the particular 

presentations were of concern. Thus, the evaluations should reveal if the 

theology was related to the practice of ministry. 

The appropriateness of the material was judged by questions such 

as “Has your appreciation of Reconciliation been expanded? In what 

ways?” or “Did this presentation on the Eucharist open a door for youto a 

deeper awareness of the Christian mystery — the Divine Presence, the unity 

of the Mystical Body?” The technicalities of the presentation were 

evaluated as to the questions of “sufficient audience participation,” ways 

in which the presentation were “interesting and enlightening” or 

“comments for improving the presentation.” 

James Fowler’s Stages of Faith provide a gauge by which to 

measure the acceptability of the presentations among these women of the 

same faith community. Faith stages are not the cognitive or moral stages 

of Piaget or Kohlberg although they build and integrate on previous stages 

of knowing and valuing. Fowler’s structural development rests on an  



interactional process “resulting from the interchange between an active 

innovative subject and a dynamic, changing environment” (pp. 99-100). 

The participants’ evaluations revealed this capacity for growth 

when meeting dynamic challenging ideas. There was a variance in stages 

of faith development and acceptability as evidenced by the responses on 

the evaluation forms. 

For example, the question asking if “the presentation went beyond 

mere information to a providing a source of reflection on God’s 

immeasurable love you” the responses ranged from “Yes, I appreciated 

reading what the Vatican Council wrote” to “it let me know I still have a 

long way to go to fully understand my relationship with my God — a lot to 

think about.” 

The first comment ‘fits’ the conformist stage of “Synthetic- 

conventional Faith” where the expectations and judgments of recognized 

authority define reality. Although “beliefs and values are deeply felt they 

typically are tacitly held — the person ‘dwells’ in them and in the meaning 

world they mediate” (pp. 172-3). 

The pastoral project presentations strove to provide challenging 

perspectives that led to critical rethinking of held-beliefs and values. 

Thereby, women in this stage of faith development may by self-reflection 

come to a more conscious acceptance of their beliefs, transitioning to an 

“Individuative-Reflective Faith.”  



The second response echoes Fowler’s Stage 5 of Conjunctive Faith 

as the woman recognizes “the task of integrating or reconciling conscious 

and the unconscious” (p. 186). This stage accepts the fact that “the truth is 

more multidimensional and organically interdependent than most theories 

or accounts of truth can grasp” (Ibid.). These two responses illustrate the 

fact that adult women are aware of the need for nourishment in their 

search for deeper faith meaning and self-understanding in their response to 

God’s call through their faith lived out in human experience. 

The participants were aware of the variance in the stages of faith 

development within this particular pastoral audience as many cautioned in 

their assessment that future presentations be addressed to those having a 

familiarity with bible study, teachings of the Church and an active 

participating in the sacraments, prerequisites they claimed for themselves. 

Consciously setting each topic within the tripolar model of 

theological reflection drew the group together even though there were 

various stages of faith development. Within the smaller groups of 3to 4 

women each contributed insights that expanded the views of the others 

(this fact was noted in all the evaluations). As the topics were first 

situated in personal experience each woman spoke with confidence. 

The group dynamics was exceptional as most of the women knew 

and trusted each other. A question regarding group and audience 

participation brought comments, “sharing ideas helps to expand your 

world, see things differently, reaffirms your thoughts,” “understanding and  



honesty,” “helps people think about living a Christian life,” and “makes 

you think of others, important to get involved.” There was one lone 

dissenting voice, “too personal, didn’t learn a thing,” she told me as she 

left the room. 

It is necessary to seriously consider this last comment although at 

first I found it quite amusing. This woman whom I causally know is 

active in the South Carolina Catholic parish, very young looking and 

physically active for someone nearing seventy. Therefore, I could not 

have predicted her reaction to the presentation on the Eucharist. I have no 

first hand experience of her reactions to new approaches or foreign ideas. 

No presentation will meet the needs of every participant. But it is 

necessary I believe to have each person leave with a sense that “all is 

well.” I graciously thanked her for her comment saying it would be 

considered in the next planned presentation. 

The written evaluations of the mechanics of the sessions, in 

addition to lauding small group discussions on the tripolar model’s 

personal experience and cultural resources also endorse film presentations 

as an introduction to the topics. The evaluations unanimously opt out of 

any “hands-on activity” and appreciate the facilitator’s input on the 

Scripture/Tradition resource materials. The ideal audience size is between 

12-15 participants. One evaluation form noted sessions of three hours 

were too short!  



The presentations moved beyond a mere transfer of information as 

one respondent wrote, “This material is well presented and helpful in my 

becoming aware that God is with us.” 

But, as Henri Nouwen writes in Creative Ministry, “the paradox of 

ministry is that we find the God we want to give in the lives of the people 

to whom we want to give Him” (p. 63). It is in reflection on pastoral 

relationships that the minister herself is ministered to by those for whom 

she cares. 

 



Chapter V 

Student Summary and Theological Reflection 

Personal restlessness for a deeper understanding of my religious 

faith and a clearer approach to the God who calls prompted my study of 

pastoral ministry. I believe that no human emotion or desire is unique. 

Therefore, many others, especially adult Catholic women like myself must 

also be experiencing this call to a fuller participation in the life of the 

Spirit. 

Opportunities for spiritual and intellectual growth for this specific 

population of pre-Vatican II religiously formed Catholic women are 

lacking in most parish situations. My pastoral project addresses this 

situation with the understanding that “aging is a continuation of our 

individual vocations to develop our potential and to serve others” (Von 

Stamwitz, p. 8). This continuum of human development reaffirms the 

sacramentality of life. 

The Second Vatican Council conscious of the universal call to 

holiness clearly states the Church “has the duty of proclaiming the way of 

salvation to all men (women), of revealing the life of Christ to those who 

believe, and of assisting them with unremitting care so that they may be 

able to attain the fullness of that life” (Gravissimum Educationis, no. 3). 

This call to holiness, the Council continues takes “its particular 

character from the circumstances of one’s state in life,....whatever the 

circumstances, each one has received suitable talents and these should be  



cultivated, as should also the personal gift.... (of) the Holy Spirit” 

(Apostolicam Actuositatem, no. 4). 

Pope John Paul IIs Letter to Women (1999) speaks of woman's 

unique “feminine genius” as indispensable to the Church in the third 

millennium in bringing Christian values into daily life. Clearly, mature 

adult faith development is not limited by gender or age. The faith of 

mature women enriched by wisdom must be nourished in order for it to 

become conscious and focused. For then, it will become a force of justice 

and a witness to the Gospel message. 

Because the planning group and audience of the pastoral project 

was a parish group of women friends already committed to scripture study 

and group prayer they gladly consented to participate in the following 

sessions. The second group of participating women independent of the 

planning process and personally unknown to me but members of a South 

Carolina parish bible study group were also enthusiastic about attending 

the session on Eucharist. Both group’s attendance and acceptance of the 

project indicates, to me, the desire and the void for continuing catechesis 

that exists within the Catholic parish for adult Catholic women. 

The format of the project’s four sessions of three hours per session 

met the available time commitment of the women. The setting for the 

original planned sessions was a parish meeting facility while the session 

held with the second group of women was in a member’s home. The 

General Directory for Catechesis states it is the parish where the Christian 
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community is formed and visually present, a sign of the universality of the 

Church. The parish is the “prime mover and preeminent place for 

catechesis” (n. 257). 

The impact of this insight was evident in the session held with the 

second bible group of women. We met in a member’s home, the session 

was conducted in all seriousness but the sense of Church was missing. 

The challenge of adult catechesis with its religious spiritual 

development is that it meets no apparent need of the older parishioner; for 

example, it is not parent participation for child baptism or marriage 

preparation. The key to adult catechesis participation is in “showing the 

intrinsic relationship between Christian doctrines and the fundamental 

concerns of the human person” (Komonchak, p. 172). These fundamental 

human concerns ultimately lie in the individual’s orientation towards God. 

The process of theological reflection is a tool that helps connect 

concrete human experiences with the human’s search for the presence of 

God. Therefore, each of the four sessions is situated within the Tripolar 

Method of theological reflection beginning with the personal experience 

of each participant. 

This process of theological reflection begins with the human 

experience and searches the cultural and scriptural/tradition sources 

regarding the experience in order to uncover within the human experience 

God’s presence. One’s response to God within the concrete experience is 

then examined and affirmed. This ability to see God working in and  



through other persons and within human events enables one to live more 

fully in the presence of God 

Toward this goal of living more consciously in God’s presence I 

will follow Robert Kinast’s guide in seeking out the theological 

implications of this particular pastoral experience. In examining human 

experience, Kinast anchors the process in the etymology of the word 

theology that finds its roots in the Greek words theos (God) and logos 

(word). He examines “God-word” as the Word-from-God (revelation), 

the Word-about-God (faith) and the Word-to-God (Christian living). 

Kinast writes, “theological reflection should always be an honest account 

of where theology is in a given experience” (p. 9). 

The planning stage set within theological reflection was a 

revelation to me of women openly sharing life’s experiences of happiness 

and sorrows. Mutual trust and acceptance were the foundation of the 

exchanges and led to the four proposed topics of Reconciliation, Eucharist, 

Church and Universal Salvation. I am humbled by their openness and 

honesty. 

The first session on Penance and Reconciliation presented to the 

targeted pastoral audience was truly Spirit-led as my preconceived 

aspirations of ‘deeply felt conversion’ whatever that meant were 

overshadowed by a lively affirmation of God’s forgiving presence in the 

participants’ lives (Word-about-God) that led them to generous  



forgiveness of others and a desire to know more deeply the God who calls 

all to himself (Word-to-God). 

Days later meeting one enthusiastic participant I was prepared to 

offer, “Thank you for the compliment but really...” when it hit me that she 

wasn’t complimenting me but the dynamics and insights of the group! 

The presence of the Spirit was experienced by all present. My silent 

laughter gently reminded me that it is not for personal acclamations that I 

work in ministry. Jesus’ words, “Remain in me, as I remain in you. Just 

as a branch cannot bear fruit on its own unless it remains on the vine, so 

neither can you unless you remain in me” (John 15:4), call me back to 

knowledge of self and to my great need of prayer. 

Reflecting on the second presentation to the pastoral audience of 

retired women who I originally judged to be more religiously educated 

and reflective I experienced God speaking to me in the person of Jesus as 

“the one who serves” (Luke 22:27). Ministry is never my designs or 

lesson plans but rather the work of meeting others in their particular 

situation and mind frame. Jesus in washing the disciples’ feet sets an 

example for me of ministering to the needs of others, not meeting my own 

agenda (John 13:12-7). 

Although I am surprised by the religious complacency of the 

majority of this second group of women I respect their steadfast religious 

faith. They seemed not interested in engaging in a deeper Word-to-God 

questioning. There appeared to be no mystery involved in their experience  



of religious faith Any disappointment I experienced was quickly replaced 

by my acknowledgement of Christ’s presence within their stories and their 

individual approaches to life situations. 

These experiences of ministry call me to reaffirm my vocation as a 

member of the mystical body (Word-about-God) in making Jesus present 

in my personal encounters and of being consciously aware that any 

perceived personal gifts are “grace given” to be used in service to others. 

Correspondently, Paul’s words “to see others through many, are one body 

in Christ” (Romans 12:4-6) demands my recognizing Christ in others even 

though their views of and approaches to God differ from mine. They are 

encounters of grace for me. 

Ministry as experienced as discipleship and Word-to-God, for me, 

must always be located in service to the needs of others. This viewpoint is 

rooted in mutual respect and trust for the other but does not rule out 

introducing new ideas or prodding to stretch the imagination or frame of 

reference. The session on Eucharist especially illustrated this insight for 

me. 

Reflecting theologically on the workings out of my pastoral project 

I perceive God’s presence a little clearer in my approach to and living out 

daily work with its frustrations. His presence in the lives of the women 

who were the project’s focus is also more real to me. This realization both 

strengthens my religious faith while revealing my lack of faith and 

Christian love. Recognizing holiness in others though it may be expressed  



differently than I envision makes it no less authentic. It is in human 

community that such self-centeredness is both revealed and overcome. 

What strikes me the most are the various approaches to and 

concepts of God each of us as individuals possesses. As God has called 

each of us by name, he meets each of us within our own unique 

personalities, faith responses, and experiences. It was a blessing for me to 

witness the sharing of familiar memories, varied thoughts, questions and 

faith affirmations of these pre-Vatican II religiously formed Catholic 

women. With the psalmist I offer praise and thanksgiving: 

How manifold are your works, O Lord! 
In wisdom you have wrought them all 

The earth is full of your creatures. Bless the Lord, 

O my soul! Alleluia! (Psalm 104) 
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Theological Reflection Process in the Planning Stage 

Purpose today: 

Pastoral concern: 

Proposed response: 

May, 2000 

To assist me in the actual design of my pastoral project by 
sharing your insights on my proposal, topics, and format. 

The aim of the project is to identify a specific pastoral 
concern and respond with a developed plan of action. 

Over the past five months in preparation for selecting a 
pastoral project I have been assessing the needs of various 
segments of my parish and where I might be able to assist 

in meeting one of those needs. Within a bible group of 
which I have been a member for approximately 20 years I 

have discerned a growing search for a deeper understanding 
of the Catholic tradition and contemporary theological 

thinking. 

a series of 4 presentations of 3 hours per session developing 
topics of interest to the group of pre- Vatican II religiously 

formed Catholic women. 

Your suggestions for topics: 
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Tripolar Model of Theological Reflection 

God is present in and through each source 

  Sacred Scripture Cultural Information 

Church Tradition(s) social sciences, ideology 
language, customs 

Personal Experience 
Select an important experience, describe it — who, what, where 

Questions to be asked are, “How is God present in my story? In the sources of the 
Christian Tradition and Cultural Information? What deeper truth or meaning do I 

find in my life?” 

Dynamics of the Model: 
1. Attending: Gather information on a particular concern from each 

source. 
2. Asserting: Engage this information (positive/negative aspects) in a 

process of mutual clarification in order to deepen religious insight. 

3. Decision: The gained insights lead through conscious decision to 
concrete action (may identify new truth and meaning in one’s life, 

reaffirm held faith beliefs). 

 



Planning Stage Questions for Identifying Religious Topics for Pastoral Project 

1. What personal experiences have had the greatest impact on your life? 

2. What are some defining Catholic teachings/practices of your formative years? 

3. Are these teachings/practices still a part of your life? Have life experiences altered, 

confirmed or negated them? 

4. What religious teachings/faith beliefs have guided your life? Have they become a part 

of you in responding to life’s challenges? 

5. Have there been religious beliefs or teachings with which you have wrestled over the 

years? How have you resolved them?  



Appendix A 

Handout Materials for Session on Reconciliation 

 



AGENDA 

Sacrament Of Penance and Reconciliation 

Introduction 

Teaching segment of The God Who Reconciles, Catholic Update Video. 

St. Anthony Messenger Press. 

Theological Reflection on the Sacrament 

A. Rationale 
B. Tripolar Method of theological reflection 

C. Small groups engage in process of reflection 
D. Group reporting on gained insights — resolutions, actions 

Second Vatican Council 
“...the sacrament of penance contributes to the development of the 

Christian life” (Decree on the Pastoral Office, n. 29). 
A. Diversity of celebrating the rite (see handout) 

B. Conversion — “change of heart” 
C. Reconciliation — “God was in Christ reconciling the world to 

Himself” (Il Cor. 5:19). 

1. self 

2. others 

3. the world 

 



The Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation 

Karl Rahner: “We find grace (God) precisely where we find ourselves” 

1. Can you recall an experience of the Sacrament of Penance as a 
“celebration?” What contributed to this experience? What distracted from 

the “celebration” of a disappointing experience of the Sacrament? 

Has your personal view of sin changed over time? 

Comment on the statement: “The Sacrament of Reconciliation 
commissions us to be reconciling people.” Why and how do we become 

“reconciling people” signs of God’s healing in the world? 

4. Reflect on an experience when someone forgave you. How did it change 
you? When you forgave another person, did you experience a change of 

heart? 

How does forgiving and being forgiven lead to lives of mercy and justice 

on a personal level and on a worldwide scale? 

Does your daily prayer reflect intentional reconciliation? Have you 

experienced reconciliation with another as reconciliation with God? 

Does the experience of Reconciliation as a Sacrament within the context 

of Church hold deeper meaning for you?  



Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation 

Historical Overview 

New Testament Period 

e curing of the paralytic at Capernaum — mention of the forgiveness of sins 

John 20:22-3; Matt 16:19; 18:18 

Acts of the Apostles — fact that John mentions the power to forgive is 

evidence that it was exercised 

-pastoral strategy was one of compassion, correction, forgiveness 

Matt 5:23-4; James 5:16 

-effect of sin on the life and mission of the Church 

(1Cor 5:3-5) (Timothy 1:19-20) 

Second and Third Centuries 

e Sacrament was received once in a lifetime 

Fourth, Fifth, Sixth Centuries 
e Penance was public in character 

e emphasis was on the reconciliation of the sinner with the Church, with 

God 

Eleventh — Fourteenth Centuries 

e emphasis shifts to the doing of a penance or satisfaction for sin arguments 

urging the necessity of confessing to a priest shift to contrition, the 

conversion of heart absolution by a priest 

Middle Ages to Vatican II 

e Penance is a sacrament 

e consists of contrition, oral confession to the priest, satisfaction (prayer, 

fasting, almsgiving), absolution by the priest 

e effect of the sacrament: forgiveness of sins 

Council of Trent (1551) 

Penance: sacrament instituted by Christ; acts of the penitent: contrition, 

confession of all serious sins in number and kind, satisfaction, 

absolution by the priest. 

But: Decree on Justification (1547): God’s grace is an absolute gift (we do 

nothing to gain it, always present to us)  



Vatican II 

“Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy” (n. 72), revision of the rite and formulas 

Purpose: to “obtain pardon from the mercy of God” and to be “reconciled with 

the Church whom (sinners) have wounded by their sin, who, by its charity, 

its example and its prayer, collaborates in their conversion” (n. 11). 

The New Rite of Penance 
“Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy” 

A. Criteria: 

1. rite should express the nature and the effect of the sacrament 

2. role of the church community must be emphasized 
3. reading of the Word of God should be central 

4. public form of worship should predominate over a private form 

5. rite should be short and clear 

B. Forms of the new rite: 

1. individual 
2. communal with individual confession and absolution 
3. communal with general absolution 
4. an abbreviated emergency ritual when death is imminent 

The first three forms of the new rite shall consist of: prayer of welcome, 

reading of Sacred Scripture (optional), reflection on the Word of God, 

confession of sins with an expression of sorrow, a prayer of absolution, 

and a prayer of praise and dismissal. 

C. Characteristics of the new rite: 
1. brings out the ecclesial dimension of the sacrament 

2. effect of the sacrament is identified as reconciliation with God and the 

Church 
. minister functions more as a healer than as a judge 

. emphasis is placed on conversion 
. communal celebration of the sacrament is provided for and encouraged 

Resource: McBrien, Richard P. Catholicism. San Francisco: Harper, 1966.  



EVALUATION 

1. Has your appreciation of Penance and Reconciliation been expanded? 

In what ways? 

Was the format of video, presentation, audience participation and 

summation effective? Suggestions for a better presentation of 

materials: 

3. Was there sufficient audience interaction? Were you comfortable in 

the exchange of ideas? 

4. Additional comments: 

 



PENANCE AND RECONCILIATION 

Reading List 

Beguerie, Philippe and Duchesmeau, Claude. How to Understand 
The Sacraments. New York: Crossroad, 1997. 

Brennan, Patrick. The Way of Forgiveness. Ann Arbor, Michigan: 

Servant Publications, 2000. 

Weinert, Allan, C.Ss.R. “Sacrament of Reconciliation,” Liguorian. 
Belleville, Illinois: February, 2001 (pp. 18-20). 

 



Appendix B 

Handout Materials for Session on Eucharist 

 



AGENDA 

The Eucharist 

Introduction 

Segment 3, “The Sacrament of Eucharist,” Liturgy and Sacraments,” 

Echoes of Faith video. Allen, Texas: National Conference of 
Catechetical Leadership. 

A. Paschal Mystery 

B. Eucharistic liturgy sends us forth to enter the mystery of Christ’s 

dying and rising in our daily lives. 

Theological Reflection on The Eucharist 
A. Rationale 

B. Tripolar Method of theological reflection (see handout) 
C. Small groups engage in process of reflection 

D. Group reporting of gained insights — resolution/action 

Second Vatican Council — The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy 
A. General Principles of the Mystery of the Eucharist 

1. “The eucharistic sacrifice is the source and summit of the whole 
Christian life” (n. 58). 

2. Different modes of Christ’s Presence 
-under the species of bread and wine 

-the Word 
- worshiping community 

- person of the minister 
. Nature of Active Participation 
-Eucharist is both sacramental object and sacramental action 
-“common priesthood of the faithful” by virtue of baptism and 

confirmation 
B. Principle points of Doctrine 

1. Christ as the Son of God redeemed the human — a new creation 

Church — Sacraments 
2. Mass 

- sacrifice of the cross 
- memorial of Christ’s death and resurrection 

-a sacred banquet 

-renews the New Covenant 
-anticipates the eschatological banquet of the kingdom 

- action not only of Christ but also of the Church 
- all liturgical action is public 
- Christ remains present in the bread and wine after the Mass 
- sacrament of thanksgiving, propitiation, petition, praise 
- “the reserved sacrament is to be adored” (n. 3,f)  



Exploring Our Experience of Eucharist 

“The faith of the Church begins with the faith that the things of 

this world contain a significance which is beyond the mere shape 
of them. ... The story which we live and share is God’s story as 

well as our own. ..in this world” (Guize, p. 131). 

The Second Vatican Council declared that the liturgical celebration “of the 

Eucharist is the outstanding means whereby the faithful can express in their lives, and 

manifest to others, the mystery of Christ and the real nature of the true Church” 

(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, n. 2). The document further states the Eucharist to 

be “the source and summit of the entire Christian life” (n. 11). 

1. Do, and if so, how do you experience Eucharist as “the source and summit” of 

your Christian life? 

2. How has your celebration and appreciation of the Eucharist, personally and 
communally, changed over the past years? Does today’s celebration of the 

Mass help set the basis for your present eucharistic experience? What other 
personal experiences have contributed to your present appreciation of the 
Eucharist? 

3. In reflecting on your experience of Eucharist, is the Church more visible to you as 

the Mystical Body of Christ? Is Christ’s presence more real in neighbor? And, are 

you more conscious of being called to reflect Christ’s love and teachings?  



EUCHARIST 
“Happy are those who have been called to his supper.” 

Biblical Origins 

Hebrew Scripture: Exodus 24:8, 11 the sacrifice of the old Covenant 

Jeremiah 31:31-4 the sacrifice of the new Covenant 
Isaiah 53:12 the atoning servant of God 

Christian Scripture: Luke 22:19; Mark 14:23; Matthew 26:27; 1 Cor. 11:23-5 

Jesus gave thanks at the Last Supper meal. The basic structure of this ritual 
Passover meal was: the words over the bread, its breaking and sharing, the words over the 
wine and its sharing. Jesus identified the bread and wine with his own body and blood. 
The texts agree that Jesus’ death is atonement and establishes a new covenant. 

There is an undeniable continuity between what happened at the Last Supper and 
the communal meals of the disciples after the resurrection. “The cup of blessing that we 

bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a 

sharing in the body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16). 

Historical Overview of the Eucharist 

At the end of the first century, Christians were beginning to relate the presence of 
Christ in the Lord’s Supper directly to the bread and wine of the ritual meal. They began 
to view the meal as sacrificial. (Sacrifice was a familiar form of worship in the ancient 
world. Romans charged that Christians were atheists because they did not offer sacrifice 
to the gods.) In offering the bread and wine Christians united themselves with the self- 

offering of Christ and became participants in his redemptive sacrifice. 
In 313 Constantine lifted the ban on Christian worship. In 380 Christianity 

became the official religion of the Roman state. Clergy dressed in the official garb of 
Roman magistrates. The Council of Nicaea, 325, declared Christ as “one in being” with 

the Father, equal to but not identical with God the Father. Reception of communion 
decreased as the identification of the bread and wine with Christ and Christ with God was 

made. People felt unworthy and reception became limited to special occasions and to the 
clergy. 

Latin became the language of the liturgy in the fourth century. The liturgical 
character changed from a spontaneous expression of worship to a stately ritual of recited 
prayers and organized activities. The shift from small groups of Christians gathered for a 
thanksgiving service to a predominately clerical affair reflected a corresponding shift in 
interpretation. : 

Beginning in the fourth century allegorical meanings were assigned to various 
parts of the ceremony. The Greek philosophical view of reality with its two dimensions, 
the physical and invisible, informed this understanding. The allegory of the Mass gave 
the people something to think about as they watched the Mass in silence. 

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries theologians came to regard the 
extremely physical view of Christ in the elements as unnecessary and untenable. They  



spoke of “transubstantiation:” the reality of the elements changed while their appearance 

remained those of bread and wine. 
By the end of The Middle Ages, the Mass was transformed from an act of public 

worship to a form of clerical prayer. Popular piety shifted toward the adoration of the 

host. The Council of Trent gave the Pope absolute authority over Catholic liturgy. Due 

to this fact, the Roman Mass of 1570 was the standard form for the next four hundred 

years. Devotional practices whereby the laity played an active role flourished. 

The nineteenth century began the hundred years’ work of transforming the Latin 

Mass back to the act of public rather than private worship. Examples of this 

transformation are: the translation of the Roman missal (1897), the promotion of more 

frequent reception of communion (Pius X, 1903), and the introduction of the “dialogue 

Mass” (late 1950s). 

Today the Church’s eucharistic liturgy is a memorial of the life, death and 

resurrection of Christ, it is sacrificial as the community (Mystical Body) is united with 

Jesus in his offering of himself to the Father and of his life for others. It is also a shared 

meal of the faith community. The liturgy also proclaims God’s coming kingdom. 

Eucharistic Doctrines 

Fourth Lateran Council — 1215 

"The substance of bread and wine is changed into the body and blood of Christ 

(transubstantiation). 

Council of Trent — 1546 

The Mass is a true sacrifice, not only of praise and thanksgiving and 

commemoration but also of expiation for the living and the dead. Christ is the same 

victim and priest. (Decree on the Mass, Chap. 111). 

Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy — Second Vatican Council, 1963 

Christ is present in a uniquely sacramental way in the sacred species of bread and 

wine (n. 7). The real presence of Christ in the sacred species comes about through the 

ordained priest. The emphasis on the role of the ordained priest was broadened to include 

the participation of all the faithful who are present at the celebration of the Eucharist. 

Mediator Dei (Pope Pius XII, 1947) and Vatican II (n. 48) insist that the faithful 

participate not merely through the priest but along with him. This does not say that their 

function is the same as the priests. 

Mysterium Fidei — Pope Paul VI, 1965 
The consecrated elements bear not only a new meaning (transignification) and a 

new purpose (transfinalization) but a new substantial reality as well (transubstantiation). 

Pope Paul VI reaffirmed the teaching that the real presence continues after Mass; he 

defended eucharistic adoration and private masses. 
Real presence is not a physical presence. It is a presence perceived by the mind, 

not the eye. It is not a natural presence but a supernatural presence perceived by the mind 

illuminated by faith.  



EUCHARIST 

Reading List 

Beguerie, Philippe and Buchesmeau, Claude. “The Eucharist, the Sacrament 
Of the Pasch,” How to Understand the Sacraments. New York: 
Crossroads, 1991. 

Durkin, Mary. The Eucharist. Chicago: The Thomas More Press, 1990. 

Guzie, Tad. The Book of Sacramental Basics. New York: Paulist Press, 1981. 

John Paul II. The Mystery and worship of the Eucharist. Boston: Pauline 

Books & Media, 1980. 

Macy, Gary. The Banquet’s Wisdom. New York: Paulist Press, 1992. 

Martos, Joseph. “Eucharist,” Doors to the Sacred. Liguori, Missouri: 

Triumph Books, 1991. 

 



EVALUATION 

Did this presentation on the Eucharist open a door for you to a deeper awareness of the 

Christian mystery — the reality of divine presence, the unity of the Mystical Body, the 

visible structure of the Church as the “People of God,” and a better understanding of the 

liturgical changes of the past forty years? 

What could have been done to better present Vatican II eucharistic theology and liturgical 

practices? 

Did the program provide sufficient audience participation? 

What topic(s) were not clarified? 

What aspect of the Eucharist would you like to have developed at a future time? 

For your own reflection, do the words “God with us” hold a deeper meaning for you than 
they did before this discussion of the Eucharist.  



Appendix C 

Handout Materials for Session on Church 

 



Salt, Leaven and Light, the Community called Church 

Session Agenda 

Lord, open our hearts and minds to new insights. Help us to learn from 

each other and from you in this time together. Amen. 

. “The Mystery of Faith, Church” 

(20 min. film) 

. Presentation of the Tripolar Model 
1. Personal experience 

2. Cultural influences 

. Sacred Scripture/Tradition 

Lumen Gentium 

. Open Discussion on the Ecclesiology of Vatican II 

Guided by Fr. Komanchak’s three questions 

. Hands-On Activity 
Personal Symbol of Church 

. Evaluation 

 



Personal Experience of Church 

“The Church is not only a framework, an apparatus, an institution; it is a 

communion” (Congar, Yves, O.P., True and False Reform in the Church). 

. How have you experienced Church as a sacramental sign making present 

God’s divine life in the world? Can externals be stressed too much? 

. How have you experienced Church as Community? 

. Have you experienced Church as Institution? What are the weaknesses of 

an Institutional style? 

. How have you experienced Church as Servant? Are prayer and sacraments 

necessary components of this view? 

. Karl Rahner understands the Church as the Body of Christ to be the special 

way God through the power of the Holy Spirit is present in human history. 

What insights does this statement hold for you as a member of the Church?  



Cultural Resource 
Positive and Negative Influences 

How does today’s individualism and drive for success impact one’s attitude toward 

Church? 

What cultural circumstances encourage or discourage a deeper understanding of 

Church beyond “Church on Sunday?” 

Are there insights from the social sciences that encourage/discourage Church 

membership? 

What other influences tend to effect our attitudes toward Church? 

 



Sacred Scripture and Tradition 

Church 

What the soul is to the human body, the Holy Spirit is to the 

Body of Christ, which is the Church. St. Augustine 

I. Root and meaning of the word “Church” 

The word “Church” (Latin ecclesia, from the Greek ek-ka-lein, to 

“call out of”) means a convocation/assembly. It designates the 

assemblies of people for a religious purpose. Ekklesia is used in the 

Greek Hebrew Scripture for the assembly of the Chosen People before 

God. By calling itself “Church,” the first Christian Community 

recognized itself as heir to that assembly. The equivalent Greek term 

Kyriake, from which the English word Church is derived, means “what 

belongs to the Lord.” 
In Christian usage, the word “church” designates the liturgical 

assembly, the local community, and the universal community of 

believers. These three meanings are inseparable. The Church is the 

People of God that gathers in local parishes, a liturgical assembly 

celebrating the Eucharist, forming the universal church. 

II. Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (Nov. 21, 1964) 

A. The Mystery of the Church 

l 

2 

Through Christ the Church is a sign and instrument of communion 

with God and unity among all persons. 
God the Father calls “together in a holy Church those who should 

believe in Christ.” As the Word was present at creation so, too, the 

Church. The Church is manifested in this age “in the outpouring of the 

Spirit.” 
. “To carry out the will of the Father Christ inaugurated the kingdom of 

heaven on earth and revealed to us his mystery.” The Church, the 
kingdom of Christ already present in mystery grows visibly through 

the power of God’s Spirit in the world. 
. The Holy Spirit continually sanctifies the Church dwelling in the 

Church and “in the hearts of the faithful, as in a temple.” Church is 
seen to be “a people brought into unity from the unity of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” 
. Jesus inaugurated the Church by preaching the Good News (Mk 1:15, 

Mt. 4:17). The kingdom is revealed in the person of Christ (Mk. 
10:45). Afier his death and resurrection the Spirit was “poured out on 

his disciples (Acts 2:23). The Church receives the mission of 
proclaiming and establishing among all peoples the kingdom of Christ 

and of God, “she is, on earth, the seed and the beginning of that 

kingdom.” :  



6. Images of the Church: sheepfold, the gateway which is Christ (Jn. 

10:1-10) flock, God is the shepherd (Is. 40:11; Ex. 34:111f), Christ the 

Good Shepherd (Jn. 10:11, 1 Pet. 5:4); a cultivated field, the tillage of 

God 1 Cor. 3:9), Christ is the true vine (Mt. 21:33-43, Is. 5:1fF); the 

building of God, (1 Cor 3:9), the New Jerusalem, the Holy City. 

. By his death and resurrection Christ redeemed and changed the human 

person into a new creation. “By communicating his Spirit,” Christ 

constitutes as his body all who are called from every nation. The 

sacraments of baptism and eucharist unite the Christian with Christ 

and thereby with one another. Christ “is head of the body which is 

Church.” 

. “The one mediator, Christ, established and sustains his holy Church as 

a visible organization through which he communicates truth and grace 

to all persons. “The visible society and the spiritual community” form 

one complex reality which comes together from a human and a divine 

element. “Nevertheless, many elements of sanctification and of truth 

are found outside the Church’s visible confines.” 

B. The People of God 

9. God wills that humankind be made holy and saved not as 

individuals but as a people. 

10. The baptized by regeneration and the anointing of the Holy Spirit are 

consecrated to be a spiritual house and holy priesthood. 

11. By baptism the faithful are incorporated into the Church, 

Confirmation more perfectly binds them to the Church endowed with 

the strength of the Holy Spirit. Through eucharistic communion “they 

manifest in a concrete way that unity of the People of God. 

The holy People of God shares also in Christ’s prophetic office by 

lives of witness. It is in the Holy Spirit that the Church/People of God 

is made holy. 

All are called by God’s grace to salvation. “The Spirit is, for the 

Church and for each and every believer, the principle of their union 

and unity.” 
The Church as “a pilgrim on earth” is necessary for salvation. 

In the Spirit all Christians are joined. 

Those who have not yet received the Gospel are related to the People 

of God in the Spirit as they “seek God with a sincere heart, and moved 

by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the 

dictates of their conscience.” 

. “The Church is driven by the Holy Spirit to do her part for the full 

realization of the plan of God, who has constituted Christ as the source 

of salvation for the whole world. By her proclamation of the Gospel, 

she draws her hearers to receive and profess the faith...incorporates 

them into Christ so that in love for him they grow to full maturity.”  



C. The Laity 

31. The term “laity” refers to all those baptized who are incorporated into 

Christ. In their own way they share the priestly, prophetic and kingly 

office of Christ. They “seek the kingdom of God by engaging in 

temporal affairs and directing them according to God’s will. They 

manifest Christ to others in the witness of their lives. 

. “Amid variety all will bear witness to the wonderful unity in the Body 

of Christ.” 

. “The apostolate of the laity is a sharing in the salvific mission of the 

Church. ...to make the Church present and fruitful in those places and 

circumstances where it is only through them that she can become the 

salt of the earth.” 

. The laity “by their secular activity ...help one another achieve greater 

holiness of life, so that the world may be filled with the spirit of Christ 

and may the more effectively attain its destiny in justice, in love and in 

peace.” 

. The Call to Holiness 

“All the Church, whether they belong to the hierarchy or are cared for by 

it, are called to holiness, according to the apostle’s saying: “For this is the 

will of God, your sanctification” 

“You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt. 

5:48). 

“Let those who use this world not fix their abode in it, for the form of this 

world is passing away” (1 Cor. 7:31, Greek text) 

Questions for thought /discussion: 

In what way is Christ at the center of the understanding of Church? 

How is work in the world part of the ministry of the Church? 

If all share in a common priesthood of believers, what effect might that have on the 

way you see yourself in relation to ordained clergy? 

What role might other religions have in the mystery of salvation?  



Ecclesiology of Vatican II 

What is the Church? 

Lumen Gentium’s first chapter, “The Mystery of the Church,” insists that 

the Church is a holy community of faith, hope and charity yet a visible structure. It 

is the Mystical Body of Christ and a hierarchically endowed society endowed with 

spiritual gifts at once holy but always in need of conversion (n. 8). 

This first chapter considers the church from before creation in the plan of 

God to its fulfillment in heaven. 

The mystery of the church is witnessed in the eucharist, “the summit toward 

which all the activity of the church is directed and the source from which all her 

power flows” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, n. 100). 

The second chapter of Lumen Gentium, “The People of God,” discusses the 

mystery of the church as lived out in history. It is the “communion of life, charity 

and truth” which God uses as the instrument of redemption, “the visible sacrament 

of saving unity.” 
The final chapter returns to the Trinitarian center of Chapter I where the 

church is described as the People of God, the body of the Lord and the temple of the 

Holy Spirit. 

Where is the Church? 

The church as mystery of communion is lived out in history by the people of 

God who by their faith, hope and love live this life of communion in Christ and the 

Spirit. Many of the elements, spiritual, sacramental and ministerial that constitute 

and animate the church exist in other Christian churches and communities where 

they can mediate salvation. The Council asserts that the church of Christ subsists in 

(rather than simply is) the Roman Catholic Church. These elements include the life 

of justifying grace, incorporation into Christ, communion in the Holy Spirit, the 

Holy Scriptures, sacraments, etc. 

Lumen Gentium discusses the relationship between the universal church and 

the local churches. The council states a universalistic perspective that the Church 

as intended by God reaches from creation to fulfillment in the kingdom existing 

throughout the world among all peoples and cultures. It is only in and out of the 

particular churches that the one and single Catholic Church exists. Eucharistic 

celebration marks these churches as church where “the preaching of the Gospel of 

Christ and the mystery of the Lord’s Supper is celebrated” (n. 23-6). 

What is the Church for? 

The church is “the sign and instrument of intimate union with God and of 

the unity of the whole human race....in Christ.” The laity as Christian believers 

have a role to play in the mission of the church and in the world by reason of their 

baptism “constituted within the people of God and in their own way sharing in the 

priestly, prophetical and kingly office of Christ” (L.G., n. 31). 

Questions posed by Father Joseph Komonchak at a symposium on ecclesiology at the Catholic 

University of America.  



Evaluation on Presentation of Church 

. Did the reflection/presentation on Church better clarify your 

understanding of membership in the Church/Mystical Body of Christ? 

. Please rate the discussion of Lumen Gentium on a scale of one to ten (ten 

being the most valuable). 

Interesting Spiritually enlightening 

Group input Length of presentation 

. What other topics on Church would interest you? 

. What four sentences state your understanding of the Catholic Christian 

Church. 

. Comments for improving the presentation: 

 



Appendix D 

Handout Materials for Session on Universal Salvation 

 



Toward An Understanding of Universal Salvation 

Session Agenda 

“Lord Jesus Christ, son of the Father, the goal and the way for us and for all men. 

Exalted above all Heavens, seated at the right hand of the Father You have poured out 

upon us the Spirit of the promise, so that You might remain with us in Your Spirit all 

days unto the end and, through the Spirit, continue in us Your life and death to the glory 

of the Father and for our salvation.” Prayer of Karl Rahner 

A. Presentation of the Tripolar Model 
1. Personal experience reflection 

2. Cultural influences 

B. Sacred Scripture/Tradition 

1. Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions 

2. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 

C. Mystery of Christ in Non-Christian Religious Traditions 

1. Thomas Aquinas 

2. Julian of Norwich 

3. Karl Rahner 

4. Thomas Merton 

D. Open Discussion on materials presented 

Guided by Summary statements 

E. Written Evaluations 

 



Personal Reflection on “Universal Salvation” 

“Our hearts are made for you, O God, and they are restless 

until they rest in you.” St. Augustine 

1. What meaning do the terms “salvation” and “universal salvation” convey to 

you? 

2. Do you think grace (God’s self-communication of love) is experienced in 

daily life? How and in what ways? 

3. Ifthe Spirit is present throughout the world, is it possible that non-Christian 

religions experience God’s inspiration and saving grace? 

4. What are some of the implications for you personally when you affirm 

“universal salvation?” 

 



Cultural Resource 

Some Considerations Regarding the Discussion of Universal Salvation: 

(please add your own insights) 

Increasing interdependence among the varied parts of the world 

Worldwide Communications 

Christian Church is a minority 

The importance of the religious dimension in human life 

An Age of Pluralism 

 



Toward An Understanding of Universal Salvation 

“how Jesus Christ and his mystery reach out to those who do not know him” 

1. Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions 

Vatican Council II, Nostra Aetate, Oct. 28, 1965 

A. Humanity 
1. all share a common origin and destiny 

2. all experience “the ultimate mystery, beyond human explanation, 

which embraces. ..existence” (n. 1) 

. Religions of Hinduism, Buddhism and others in exploring the divine 

mystery....by ascetical practices, profound meditation and recourse to 

God.... “attempt in their own ways to calm the hearts of men by outlining a 

program of life covering doctrine, moral precepts and sacred rites” (n. 2). 

“The Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy in these 

religions” but proclaims that Christ is the way, the truth and the life (Jn. 

1:6). “In Christ... God reconciled all things to himself (2 Cor. 5:18-9), 

men find the fullness of their religious life” (n. 2). 

Muslims possess a commonality with the God of Abraham. They honor 

Jesus as prophet and Mary as his mother. They believe in the day of 

judgment, and resurrection of the dead. For these reason, they advocate 

“an upright life and worship God, especially by way of prayer, alms-deeds 

and fasting” (n. 3). The Council pleads for mutual forgiveness and mutual 

understanding. 

The “common spiritual heritage” of Christians and Jews St. Paul referring 

to the sons of Abraham, wrote, “they are Israelites, and to them belong the 

sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and 

the promises; to them belong the patriarchs, of their race according to the 

flesh, is the Christ” (Rom. 9:4-5), the son of the Virgin Mary” (n.4). 

1. “Neither all Jews indiscriminately at that time, nor Jews today, can be 

charged with the crimes committed during (Christ’s) passion” (n. 4). 

2. The Church continues to teach that Christ out of infinite love suffered 

and died for the sins of all people. 

II. Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 

Vatican Council II, Gaudium et Spes, Dec. 7, 1965 

“For since Christ died for all, and since all men are in fact called to one 

and the same destiny, which is divine, we must hold that the Holy Spirit 

offers to all the possibility of being made partners, in a way known to 

God, in the paschal mystery” (n. 22).  



III. The Mystery of Christ in Non-Christian Religious Traditions 

The above documents reflect some pre-council theological views that 

looked upon other religious traditions with a greater openness because 

they saw in those traditions the operative presence of the mystery of Jesus 

Christ, the universal Savior. 

1. Members of these traditions are saved by Christ not in spite of their 

religious allegiance and religious practices but through their religious 

allegiance and religious practices. 

. There is, then, salvation without the Gospel, although none without 

Christ or apart from his life, death and resurrection. 

. This operative presence of the mystery of Jesus Christ in these 

religious traditions is concealed and remains unknown to their 

members, but it is no less real. 

. Thomas Aquinas’ theology of “wider grace” acknowledges God’s self- 

communication (grace) to the individual and the person’s own maturing 

self-understanding and free will experienced within his/her own life 

history. 

Creation is an act of God’s divine generosity that leads the human to a 

personal and saving God through the presence of divine grace. In the 

words from Aquinas’ Summa contra gentiles, God “is ready to give grace 

to all and wills all to be saved and to come to the knowledge of truth.” 

._Julian of Norwich, a 14™ century English visionary 

1. Her initial mode of revelation was the bodily sights of Christ’s 

passion. Thus, the suffering Christ is the starting point of her 

reflections. 

. Her revelations stressed God’s great love for humanity with his 

promise that “all will be well.” 

. Christ as the Incarnate Son is the foundation and head of human nature 

whereby the human is united with God. The soul of Christ “is the 

eternal form of the human soul in which all individual souls 

participate.” 

. In response to God’s call, Julian writes that the human’s deepest need 

is to experience that “we wait for God.” 
. She sees the possibility of universal salvation in the dual promises of 

Christ: 
a. “I shall make everything well.” 
b. “What is impossible to you is not impossible to me.” 

C. Karl Rahner 

1. Human beings are “fundamentally oriented toward God but in such a 

way that God can really be ‘known’ only by being encountered in the 

world and through history” (Haight, p. 120). Rahner in his Ignatian 

spirituality sees God in all things.  



2. Grace is most fundamentally God’s gift of his very self in love to 

human persons. 

3. The third principle is as understanding of “how things can be radically 

distinct and at the same time intimately united and one.” An 

illustration is the human person where the human soul “form” gives 

shape and substance to human “matter.” A person’s spirit is not 

his/her body, yet, a person’s body is the presence of the spirit. Spirit 

and matter differ, yet they are one in being because they cause each 

other to be. 
. The Possibility of Universal Salvation 

The universal saving will of God is concrete in all people; it is not 

an abstraction. Every person within his/her particular situation 

experiences a subjective possibility “of reaching a supernatural goal by 

accepting God’s self-revelation in grace.” This acceptance is a real 

revelation from God and is an act of faith “however implicit and 

anonymous it may be.” 

Every person is exposed to God’s divine, supernatural grace. 

Rahner continues, “wherever, and, in so far, as the individual makes a 

moral decision in this life,. ..this moral decision can also be thought to 

measure up to the character of a supernaturally elevated, believing and 

thus saving act.” This is an implicit act of faith and love outside 

Christianity. 

Grace for Rahner is seen not as “infused” but as “uncreated,” the 

gift of God’s self-communication in the inner depth of the individual’s 

personhood. It precedes and makes possible the human’s response of 

love and faith. It is offered to all human beings in all ages and 

cultures. 

Both Julian and Rahner’s point of view on universal salvation rests 

in God’s continuous love for his creation. His reality and purposes are 

beyond human understanding, not limited by the Church’s 

understandings and interpretations of revelation. 

D. Thomas Merton affirms Aquinas’ theology of “wider grace” that God is 

ready to give grace to all and wills all to be saved and to come to the 

knowledge of the truth. He also reflect Julian’s promise of “all will be 

well” and Rahner’s premise that the human is addressed by God at the 

fundamental level of everyday experience. 

Journal entry of April 29, 1940: “These movements of God’s Grace. ..stir 

in everybody, for it is by them that God calls people to Him and He calls 

everybody. 

In 1968 on his Asian trip Merton wrote that God is everywhere, there are 

no “privileged places.” Nor privileged peoples, we must add.  



Summary of Basic Ideas on Universal Salvation for Discussion/Comment 

Unity and Scope of the Divine Plan of Salvation 

The history of the world and the history of salvation are coextensive. From the 

beginning, human history has implied both a divine self-revelation and salvation. God 

has shown himself “in many and various ways” through history (Heb. 1:1). 

Covenants: Adam 
Noah (Gn. 9:16) Both Israel and the nations “live under the sign of 

the covenant with the true God and in dependence on the same 

will for salvation.” The one and only God is God of all people. 

Moses (The Law) 
Jesus Christ 

“It is the one and the same God who works salvation in human history and who 

speaks to human beings in the secret of their hearts. This same God is ‘wholly other’ and 

the ‘ground of being’ of all that exists, transcendentally ‘beyond’ and immanently ‘in the 

heart,’ the Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ and the Self at the center of the self.” 

Trinitarian Structure in Divine Personal Communication 

Every divine communication with the human race necessarily implies Gods 

active presence through the Word, in the Spirit. God spoke and speaks through prophets. 

The decisive word in Jesus Christ does not exclude other words. It is important to 

recognize the value of God’s words in the sacred books of the other religious traditions. 

These are incomplete “faces” of the divine mystery, which are experienced and 

lived out in different ways to be fulfilled in the one who is “the human face of God.” 

Jesus Christ, Particular and Universal 

The fact that Jesus is universal Savior does not make Jesus Christ “absolute 

savior,” for God alone is absolute savior. New Testament faith testifies that the world 

and humanity find salvation in and through Christ. “If it is true that the Spirit has become 

the ‘Spirit of Christ’ because of his resurrection and is henceforth poured out on the 

world by the Risen One, the Spirit’s action is not ... limited to the gift that the glorified 

humanity makes of it. The ‘Spirit of Christ’ remains, above all, the ‘Spirit of God,” who 

proceeds from the Father and whose inspiring and lifegiving power knows no constraint: 

The Spirit ‘blows where it chooses’ (Jn. 3:8). 

Confirms 
“The Word and the Spirit — the ‘two hands’ of God — are thus united by the 

universal action to endow with truth and grace the religious life of persons and to stamp 

with saving values the religious traditions to which these persons belong....The other 

traditions represent additional and autonomous divine gifts.” 

Dupuis, Jacques. “ One God, one Christ, convergent ways.” Theology Digest. Vol. 47, No. 3 

Fall 2000, (211-8).  



Evaluation of Presentation on Universal Salvation 

“The Word of God becoming human in Jesus Christ shows the unsurpassed and 

unsurpassable depth of God’s self-communication to human beings.” 

1. In what ways was this presentation interesting and enlightening? 

2. Were any statements disconcerting to you? 

3. Is the topic of “universal salvation” a worthwhile consideration for adult 

education? What other topics would you consider? 

4. Did this presentation go beyond mere information to providing a source of 

reflection on God’s immeasurable love for you? 

 


