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I. IDENTIFICATION OF A PASTORAL PROBLEM 

A. Sketch of the pastoral concern being addressed 

As Director of Religious Education for my parish I 

have the responsibility of overseeing the RCIA process. 

Oftentimes, Roman Catholics who have been inactive or 

alienated from the Church and are seeking to rejoin the 

Church approach me and ask to join the RCIA program. They 

see the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults as a means 

of helping them to become practicing Roman Catholics once 

again. 

I have encouraged alienated or inactive Roman 

Catholics to attend the RCIA sessions along with the 

candidates and catechumens. From this experience I have 

learned that mixing returning Roman Catholics with those 

seeking to become Roman Catholic does not work. The 

issues for these two groups are totally different. Both 

groups need their own process. Alienated Roman Catholics 

want to discuss the problems that made them leave the 

Church while the candidates and catechumens want to learn 

all they can about the Roman Catholic Church. 

In response to the need to develop my own skills in 

working with alienated and inactive Roman Catholics I 

attended the North American Forum on the Catechumenate’s 

institute called Re-membering Church. In conjunction with 

the rest of the parish staff, I had planned to implement 

this process in the fall of 1994. However, after the 

institute I realized that if we implemented this process  



without doing some formation with our parishioners, the 

process would not be effective. Our parish needed more 

than bulletin announcements about another parish program 

the staff wanted to start. My pastoral concern was how to 

help the parish understand the process involved in 

welcoming back inactive and alienated Roman Catholics and 

at the same time help the parish become a reconciling 

community. 

To become a reconciling community, my parish needed 

to be reminded that our parish community was unique 

because it was rooted in the person and values of Jesus 

Christ. Our mission was spiritual rather than social, and 

our goal was to live out the Gospel in the world. My 

parish needed to hear and respond to the Gospel messages 

of healing, liberation, and forgiveness in order to 

recognize their own need for reconciliation. When the 

parishioners recognized their internal need for healing, 

liberation, and forgiveness they would be ready to reach 

out to others. My parish would then be a reconciling 

community that could welcome back inactive and alienated 

Roman Catholics. 

B. Description of the cultural dimensions of the pastoral 
context of the concern 

In my parish new programs are looked at skeptically. 

The parishioners still consider the RCIA process some 

strange program the staff implemented. Part of the 

problem is that the RCIA process was started in the 

parish without any type of education or formation being  



done with the parishioners. There were short bulletin 

announcements, but that was the extent of the information 

given to parishioners. Historically, the members of my 

parish have always been hesitant to accept any new process 

or program that was not explained to them beforehand. 

Those parishioners who volunteered to staff the RCIA 

process were given more extensive training, but that 

training was used to benefit the candidates and 

catechumens and not shared with the average parishioner 

either through homilies or information sessions. 

The lack of formation and education about the RCIA 

process shows up in the Way the parishioners grumble 

whenever an RCIA Rite takes place at Sunday Mass. It 

shows up in the questioning glances whenever the 

catechumens are dismissed at Sunday liturgy. It showed up 

when the liturgy director, in response to many complaints, 

stopped the choir from singing as the catechumens were 

dismissed. It showed up a few weeks ago when we hosted a 

reception after the 9:30 Mass for the candidates and 

catechumens. About 300 parishioners came to the 

reception, however, at least one third of the parishioners 

asked me who these people were and why we were giving them 

a party. 

Parishioners in my parish are slow to accept what 

they do not understand. They ignore parish programs that 

do not directly impact on their lives. If the 

parishioners are not involved in a process they can forget  



about it. I soon realized that if we implemented 

a ministry to inactive and alienated Roman Catholics, 

without the proper education and formation steps, it was 

doomed to failure. Unless I can make parishioners aware 

of their role in welcoming back alienated or inactive 

Roman Catholics, this ministry would be just another 

parish program known only to the staff and team members. 

C. Statement of the significance of this concern for 
pastoral theology 

A 1992 Gallup Poll found that many Americans consider 

religion to be an important part of their lives. The poll 

also pointed out that more and more Americans are 

returning to organized religions that they left at some 

point in their lives. A great portion of those returnees 

are Roman Catholics. These Roman Catholics left the 

church in significant numbers and now they are returning 

in significant numbers. It is estimated that 

approximately 320,000 Roman Catholics return to the church 

each year.1 

Reasons why people return to the Roman Catholic 

Church are varied. However, once the decision to return 

is made it is critical that the church community be ready 

to welcome back those who were once alienated. The 

community itself must be a reconciling community ready and 

willing to incorporate returning members. 

1 William Bausch, While You Were Gone: A Handbook 
for Returning Catholics (Mystic, CT: Twenty-third 
Publications, 1994) 1.  



Richard McBrien believes that the parish is the local 

Church and, as such, is called be an agent of 

reconciliation. Parishes must have a sense of common 

purpose and responsibility for the application of the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ to the conditions around them. The 

parish and its parishioners are called to model the Gospel 

message of reconciliation by the way they function in the 

world. 2 

Before the members of my parish community can help 

inactive or alienated Roman Catholics return to the Church 

they left, they must first become a reconciling community. 

They must find within their own lives those areas that are 

in need of healing, liberation, or forgiveness. 

It is only when the entire baptized community 
recognizes its own woundedness and need for 
healing that it becomes an effective and 
compassionate healer for those Catholics who, 
for a variety of reasons, feel alienated from 
the Church.3 

2 William Cieslak, "Reconciliation and Conversion 
in Pastoral Ministry: Problems and Possibilities," Robert 
J. Kennedy, Reconciliation: The Continuing Agenda 
(Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1987) 196-7. 

3 Sarah Harmony, Re-membering: The Ministry of 
Welcoming Alienated and Inactive Catholics (Collegeville: 
The Liturgical Press, 1991) 14.  



JI. A PLAN OF ACTION FOR A PASTORAL RESPONSE 

A. Description of design for an appropriate response 

It is impossible to serve the needs of alienated and 

inactive Roman Catholics through the RCIA program. A 

process to enable alienated and inactive Roman Catholics 

to become active members of the church again is clearly 

needed in my parish. The process would have as its 

specific purpose, "to provide a warm welcoming place that 

aids alienated and inactive Catholics in their return to 

the table of the Lord and to an active Catholic life as 

disciples of Jesus Christ."4 

In order to help prepare the members of my parish to 

understand and participate in the process of reconciling 

alienated and inactive Roman Catholics I plan to help them 

learn more about their own needs for healing, liberation, 

and forgiveness. To accomplish this I will work through 

the Renew groups that were established in our parish four 

years ago. 

I plan to use with the groups a model similar to 

that of Renew: reading, reflecting, questioning, and 

acting on a particular scripture passage with the groups. 

The scripture passages that I will use will contain 

stories of healing, liberation, and forgiveness. I will 

formulate questions and reflections on the passages to 

help the participants discover their own woundedness and 

4 Harmony 9.  



need for healing. Once the participants discover their 

own woundedness and need for healing they will be able to 

understand what alienated and inactive Roman Catholics 

experience in their separation from the church. 

If the parish community is going to be able to 

proclaim the kingdom of God, then it must be about the 

ministry of reconciliation. Conversion is present when a 

parish community recognizes its own sinfulness and need 

for healing, liberation, and forgiveness. 

Each of us struggles with sin in our lives, both 
those more social sins and those that hit home 
more personally. What we see in others is but a 
mirror of what lies hidden to ourselves. All 
sin takes its toll in human relationships as 
well as in professional ones. The quality of 
our attention to those in need, the ability for 
human communication - all are affected by the 
sinfulness that is part of who we are.5 

In addition to the small group process I plan to have 

two large group sessions. During one session the 

presenter will explore and discuss the history of the 

sacrament of Reconciliation. The second large group 

session will consist of a presentation about who the 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics are and how we can 

facilitate their return to the Church. 

I also plan to develop a reading list for those who 

want more information on the concept of reconciliation. 

There will also be information about the planned large 

group sessions and the topics to be discussed that will be 

5 Cieslak 198-9,  



inserted in the bulletin. 

This plan of action will enable my parish to become 

aware of their mission of being a reconciling community. 

"When a parish community recognizes that reconciliation is 

the mission of the entire Church community, and when they 

embrace this ministry of reconciliation, then they are 

ready to begin the work of a re-membering community."6 

B. Why design addresses the problem and how it will be 
implemented in a planned theological reflection 
process with a group of people 

I believe that my design addresses the problem 

because it will enable fifty to one hundred of our parish 

members to become familiar with the ministry of 

welcoming back inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. 

In my parish, two hundred thirty parishioners participated 

in the Renew program three years ago. Renew groups are 

still meeting even though the formal program ended one 

year ago. By using the Renew groups I will be utilizing 

a program that has already been successful in our parish. 

I will be using the parish staff as the group that 

will do a theological reflection process. The staff will 

choose the scripture passages that are to be included in 

the booklets that will be used by small groups. The staff 

will also develop the reflections and questions for the 

small groups. The staff will participate in the small 

group sharing and be facilitators and presenters at the 

6 Harmony 20.  



large group sessions. After each of the small Renew 

groups completes the process and evaluates their 

experience, the staff will come together to reflect 

theologically on the overall parish experience. I plan to 

have the theological reflection with the staff take place 

during a staff day of reflection which is scheduled for 

May 3, 1985. 

C. Major components of action plan 

1. Scripture basis 

I believe that there is a Scriptural basis for 

helping the people in my parish become part of a 

reconciling community. 

And all this is from God, who has reconciled us 
to himself through Christ and given us the 
ministry of reconciliation, namely God was 
reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 
counting their trespasses against them and 
entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. 
So we are ambassadors for Christ, as if God were 
appealing through us. We implore you on behalf 
of Christ, be reconciled to God. (Corinthians 
5:18-20). 

2. Goal 

The goal of my pastoral project is to create a 

community within the parish that is ready to implement a 

ministry to inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. 

3. Objectives 

I have two main objectives that I hope to accomplish 

with my pastoral project. First, to enable parishioners 

to recognize within their own lives areas of alienation 

which are in need of healing, liberation, and forgiveness. 

Having experienced their own need for healing, liberation,  



and forgiveness, parishioners will see the connection 

between their own woundedness and the needs of alienated 

and inactive Roman Catholics for healing, liberation, and 

forgiveness. Once this connection is made, my second 

objective is to enable parishioners to become 

compassionate healers for alienated and inactive Roman 

Catholics. 

4. Implementation Design 

To implement my project as designed, there will be 

four small group sessions and two large group sessions 

which will bring all the participants together. During 

the small group sessions there will be scripture reading, 

reflecting, and questioning, which will result in a 

particular group action. During the large group sessions 

there will be formal presentations about the history of 

the sacrament of Reconciliation and information about 

ministering to inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. 

During the six weeks it takes for this implementation 

there will also be bulletin inserts and a reading list to 

enhance the whole learning experience. 

D. Timetable for implementation 

I have developed the following timetable to implement 

my pastoral project: 

August 1994 Permission from pastor to 

implement project 

September 1994 Input from staff on choice of 
scripture passages  



December 1994 Contact Renew small group leaders 

about participation 

January 1995 Develop reflections and discussion 
questions with staff 

February 1995 Plan two large group sessions with 
presenters 

February 1995 Develop bulletin inserts and 
reading list 

February 26- 
March 4, 1995 First small group session 

March 5-11,1995 Second small group session 

March 16, 1995 Large group session on 

Reconciliation 

March 23, 1995 Large group session on the 
ministry to inactive and alienated 
Roman Catholics 

March 26- 
April 1, 1995 Third small group session 

April 2-8, 1995 Fourth small group session and 
evaluation 

April 1995 Tabulate evaluations 

May 3, 1995 Theological reflection with staff 

June 1995 Begin pastoral project write up 

Method and criteria for evaluation 

It will be necessary to evaluate my pastoral 

project. In order to do an effective evaluation the 

method I have chosen is to distribute a questionnaire to 

all the participants in the small group sessions. The 

questionnaire will be similar to those used to evaluate 

the five seasons of Renew in my parish. During the final 

session the participants will be asked to answer questions 

concerning the Lenten "Reconciling and Returning” Program.  



The criteria for evaluating the project will ask the 

participants if the process has helped them uncover the 

areas of alienation in their own lives in need of healing, 

forgiveness, and liberation. Participants will also be 

questioned about whether or not the process helped them to 

express their thoughts about the ministry to inactive and 

alienated Roman Catholics to be implemented at our parish. 

Participants will be asked if the sessions helped them 

become familiar with the causes of alienation and the 

process for welcoming back inactive and alienated Roman 

Catholics into membership in the Church. Finally, 

participants will be invited to provide support for a 

ministry to inactive and alienated Roman Catholics in our 

parish. 
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III. PASTORAL PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION 

In August of 1994, my parish received a new pastor. 

Since I had been discussing my project with my former 

pastor for a number of months, it was difficult to start 

anew in describing my project and rationale for it to my 

new pastor, Father Michael Smith. He proved to be very 

accommodating and granted me permission to go ahead with 

the project as planned. 

At a staff meeting in September I explained the 

project to the staff. Asking for their cooperation, I 

gave the seven staff members a written request (see 

Appendix I). They were asked to name their favorite New 

Testament story of healing and forgiveness. I requested 

that they respond by our next staff meeting the following 

week. I received four replies identifying the Gospel 

passages of: The Adulterous Woman (John 8:1-11); The Ten 

Lepers (Luke 17:11-19); The Paralytic Man (John 5:1-15); 

and The Penitent Woman (Luke 7:36-50). 

Having decided to use only four Scripture stories of 

healing and forgiveness, I was ready to begin working with 

the staff to develop the reflections and discussion 

questions. My associate DRE, John Doe, volunteered to 

help write up the reflections and discussion questions 

that would result from our staff examination of the 

Scripture passages chosen. The staff read and discussed 

each of the four passages. They offered insight and 

personal reflection on each passage. John spent time  



putting all the staff reflections together for each 

Scripture passage and developed discussion questions based 

on the staff input. When he had finished, the reflection 

and discussion questions for each Scripture passage were 

critiqued and a suggested action step was added. John 

wrote a short prayer to be included at the end of each 

session. When everything was completed there were four 

sessions that consisted of a Scripture passage on healing 

and forgiveness, a reflection on the Scripture passage, 

three discussion questions based on the Scripture passage 

and reflection, a suggested action for the coming week, 

and a prayer to end the session. 

I took the four sessions that the staff had developed 

and arranged them in booklet form (see Appendix II). 

Appropriate clip art was chosen to help enhance the 

"Reconciling and Returning” booklet. In the introduction 

to the booklet I stated the purpose for the program. 

"Reconciling and Returning” was an attempt to deal with 

the brokenness in our lives, so that we would come to the 

awareness and discovery that God wants to make us whole 

again. I hoped that by examining four episodes in the 

Gospels of Luke and John, insight and understanding would 

be revealed as to the depth and totality of God’s love for 

us. 

As a conclusion to the booklet, I stated that God 

desires to be reconciled with us and to make us whole 

again. This is why our Father sent His only Son Jesus  



Christ to us, to reveal His love and concern for us, and 

to teach us how to live magnificently. This 

reconciliation and restoration can only come about if we 

freely choose to turn back to God, to accept His love and 

forgiveness, and to allow ourselves to experience His 

healing touch. Only in this way can we be made whole 

again, and experience life fruitfully and completely. 

This abundant life is what God offers and wants for each 

of us. 

During the month of December, I sent a letter to 

twenty-four people who had been small group leaders during 

our parish Renew (see Appendix III). I invited them to 

consider taking part in another small faith sharing group 

experience with their Renew group. I described the format 

that would be followed in the program that was titled, 

"Reconciling and Returning.” The program would be based 

on reading a particular Scripture passage, a reflection on 

the passage, group discussion questions, and an action 

response. I sent them a sample of the materials that 

would be used and asked for their decision by the middle 

of January. Ten small group leaders decided to 

participate in the "Reconciling and Returning” program. 

The four Spanish speaking small group leaders decided that 

they did not have the time to participate, the five teen 

small group leaders already had another activity planned 

for that Lenten period, the other five small group leaders 

indicated that their groups were no longer meeting and had  



no desire to meet. 

At the end of January, I inserted a flier in the 

parish bulletin (see Appendix IV). The flier gave details 

of the planned Lenten program. In addition to the basic 

information about, "Reconciling and Returning,” the flier 

listed my phone number for people who had questions. It 

also provided a registration form and asked people to sign 

up by the middle of February. I received about 

twenty-five forms by the end of February, from interested 

parishioners. 

During the month of February, I met with Father Mike 

and John to plan the two large group sessions for the 

program. We decided that Father Mike would do the first 

large group session on the history of the sacrament of 

Penance. John and I would do the second large group 

session on causes of alienation in the Roman Catholic 

Church and how we could help bring about a reconciliation 

between the church and those inactives. We agreed that 

each session would be complete by itself and that we would 

encourage parishioners to come even if they were not 

participating in the small group sessions. I developed a 

reading list to be distributed at the large group sessions 

to enable the participants to learn more about the topics 

that were presented (see Appendix V). 

I spent the latter part of February preparing 

materials for the small groups. I developed an evaluation 

form for the participants (see Appendix VI). A reporting  



form for the small group leaders was also developed (see 

Appendix VII). I placed seventeen people who had never 

been in a small groups before into one of the existing 

groups. I mailed lists of participants and instructions 

to the small group leaders (see Appendix VIII). I also 

delivered the "Reconciling and Returning” booklets to 

them. I asked the staff to come together, at the same 

time the rest of the small groups were meeting, to reflect 

on the process that was happening in our parish. By the 

first week of Lent the whole program was ready to start 

with ten small groups and a total of eight-five 

participants. 

I called each of the small group leaders after their 

first session. From all reports I received, the small 

group sessions went very well. The participants stated 

that they found the booklets that the staff had developed 

to be easy to understand and use. The level of faith 

sharing that resulted from the Scripture passages, 

reflections, and discussion questions was very satisfying 

to those involved. The small group participants promised 

to attend the first large group session. 

Father Mike presented the history of the sacrament of 

Penance during the first large group session. I had 

inserted a notice about the session in our parish bulletin 

and was pleased to have forty-six persons come to the 

session. Father Mike offered those in attendance insights 

into the importance of the Sacrament of Penance for all of  



us today. He stated that the sacrament is a celebration 

of God’s mercy in the world. It is a time when the 

community comes together and looks at the love God 

showered on us through the incredible gift of the 

Sacrament of Penance. Through the celebration of this 

sacrament we receive the gift of grace, which is a sharing 

in God’s divine life. Those people who attended the 

session were quiet and attentive during the presentation. 

They took notes and asked a number of questions 

afterwards. Those present wanted to know about purgatory, 

plenary indulgences, union with God, fallen human nature, 

and how to improve our relationship with God. The large 

group session lasted almost two hours. 

I inserted a notice in our parish bulletin about the 

second large group session for the Lenten program, 

"Reconciling and Returning.” In the notice I stated that 

the topic would be about ministering to inactive Roman 

Catholics and how to help them return home. Thirty-five 

people came to the session and I was surprised to see two 

or three people that I did not know, in attendance. I 

started out the session by discussing who the alienated 

and inactive Roman Catholics were, giving a profile of 

various categories of inactives. I next played a video 

entitled, Inactive Catholics: Why They Leave and How You 

Can Help. When the video was done, John distributed a set 

of discussion questions and had those people present break 

up into five small groups. The groups were to discuss the  



questions for twenty minutes and then report on their 

discussion to the large group. The groups had four 

questions to discuss: 

1. There are at least fourteen million inactive 
Roman Catholics in the United States alone. Do 
you know of anyone who could be considered in 
this group? 

There are many reasons why people choose to stop 

practicing their faith. Can you think of a few 
of the reasons? 

What are some ways you can reach out to the 
inactive Roman Catholics in your parish 
community? 

Do people leave the Church over doctrine or 
hurtful incidents? 

Three of the groups were discussing the questions and 

offering penetrating opinions when I stood near them to 

listen. The two other groups appeared to be having 

problems. Members of those two discussion groups were 

looking angry and I heard raised voices every once in a 

while. I could hear disagreements erupting over some of 

the answers that were given to the questions. The group 

process of discussing the four questions and offering 

personal opinions needed to be respected so I did 

not interfere with the discussion in any of the groups and. 

waited to see what would happen. I believed that my 

interference with the groups would stop the sharing that 

was in progress. If I had to decide again whether or not 

to intrude on the groups, I would still opt to observe 

their reactions and not become a part of the group 

discussion.  



At the end of twenty minutes, the groups reported 

back to the large group on their discussion on each of the 

four questions. No one commented on any disagreement that 

may have taken place. I then mentioned all the ways our 

parish was helping inactives and invited those present to 

help alienated and inactive Roman Catholics return to 

their faith. I closed the session by going through the 

suggested reading list and by displaying the books that 

were on it. John led the group in a closing prayer. 

I expected most people to leave once the session was 

over, however, a number of people stayed. They gathered 

in small clusters and talked. Finally, a few people 

approached me and spoke of the discussion that had gone on 

in their groups. These parishioners said that one or two 

persons in their group had put forth some controversial 

ideas. These persons said that you did not have to go to 

Mass on Sunday. They said that in certain matters the 

bishops and the pope were in error. They said that the 

church had never been the same since Vatican II. Those 

parishioners who were reporting these statements to me 

were clearly upset. 

I tried to find out the identity of the persons who 

were making these statements, but no one seemed to know 

them. Finally, I looked at the sign up sheet and found 

three names that I did not recognize. I asked John if he 

knew them and found that they were unknown to him also. 

Questioning the parishioners who were still present, I  



found that no one knew these three people. It was 

puzzling as to why these people came to this session. 

The next day I checked our parish records and could 

find no registration forms for the three unknown people. 

The rest of the staff did not know them by name, either. 

Throughout the week I was approached by parishioners who 

had heard about the discussion that had gone on at the 

large group session. Some were angry and demanded to know 

the identity of those mysterious participants. Others 

wanted to know what I was going to do about it. I was at 

a loss as to why the situation had happened. Finally, 

someone said to me, "You wanted to explore the topic of 

alienated and inactive Roman Catholics. You had a session 

about them. They came and made their presence felt. Now, 

deal with it." 

As part of a follow up to this large group session, 

John and I contacted those individuals who were part of 

the two discussion groups that had problems. We explained 

that some of those persons who had participated in the 

groups were in all probability alienated or inactive Roman 

Catholics themselves. John and I explained that we would 

initiate contact with these people and see if they were 

interested in speaking to someone about the possibility of 

reconciling with the Roman Catholic Church. 

I personally called each of the three persons who had 

caused such an uproar in the discussion groups. All three 

of them had been alienated from the Roman Catholic Church  



for a varying amount of time. One was interested in 

exploring ways to come back and I made an appointment to 

speak to that person at a later date. I left my phone 

number with the other two persons and gave them assurances 

that I would be happy to talk to them at any time. 

Already, I had learned that it was impossible to 

predict when or how an alienated or inactive Roman 

Catholic would decide to reconcile with the church. 

However, it was necessary to have someone ready and able 

to help them whenever or wherever that need for 

reconciliation occurred. This was not the ministry to 

alienated or inactive Roman Catholics that I was planning, 

but it was the ministry that was needed for the three 

persons who came to our second large group session. 

 



IV. PASTORAL PROJECT EVALUATION 

The remaining two small group sessions of 

"Reconciling and Returning” went on as scheduled. The 

groups finished meeting and most of them got their 

evaluation forms to me right on schedule. The Renew 

groups that were used for the Lenten program continued to 

meet after the program ended. There were ten groups with 

a total of eighty-five participants. 1 received 

evaluations from seven groups (70%), with responses from 

forty-one participants (48%). I tabulated the evaluation 

forms and was pleased with the results. 

I had listed seven goals for the Lenten program of 

"Reconciling and Returning.” Participants identified 

three of these goals as having been met by the program. 

Those goals that were identified as being achieved to an 

expected or better than expected degree were: 

To recognize our need for healing, liberation, and 
forgiveness (35 respondents or 85%) 

To uncover the areas of alienation in our lives (27 
respondents or 65%) 

To be willing to help those who are in need (24 
respondents or 59%) 

Participants identified three goals as not having been met 

by the program. Those goals that were identified as 

needing much more development were: 

To develop skills to help inactive or alienated Roman 
Catholics (19 respondents or 46%) 

To discover how we can provide support for returning 
Roman Catholics (18 respondents or 44%)  



To welcome back inactive or alienated Roman Catholics 

(16 respondents or 39%) 

The one goal that I was unable to establish as being 

either met or needing more development was: 

To learn how our parish helps inactive or alienated 
Roman Catholics (8 respondents or 20% felt this goal 
was met and 12 respondents or 29% felt this goal needed 
more development) 

Through the answers to other evaluation questions I 

learned that 66% of the respondents had attended all four 

small group sessions. Twenty of the respondents or 49% 

had attended the first large group session and 15 of the 

respondents or 37% had attended the second large group 

session. When asked if they would be interested in being 

involved in a ministry to returning Roman Catholics, 

seventeen or 41% of the respondents said yes, fourteen or 

34% said no, and ten respondents or 25% left the question 

unanswered. 

Many persons who filled out the evaluation form took 

the time to make suggestions about the "Reconciling and 

Returning” program and about the ministry to alienated and 

inactive Roman Catholics in our parish. Comments about 

the program itself included: 

need more large group sessions 
great booklet 
great job / program 
liked the small group process 
good faith sharing 
good Lenten reflections 
need more small group sharing 
need Bible study groups 
should start a prayer chain  



Comments about the ministry to inactives included: 

what do we, as a parish, do for inactives 
need a welcome wagon type organization for 

inactives 
we as a parish need to reach out more to 
inactives 
need to invite inactives to a get together 
annually or semi-annually 
should run ads in paper to inform inactives that 
they are welcome at our parish 
need to start small groups for inactives 

The evaluation forms and comments were helpful to me in 

examining and measuring the success of the "Reconciling 

and Returning” program. I had ideas from the participants 

about what our parish needed to do to minister to inactive 

and alienated Roman Catholics. I even had names of 

parishioners who were willing to help others to reconcile 

and return. 

My pastoral project was successful in helping the 

participants uncover the areas of alienation in their own 

lives in need of healing, forgiveness, and liberation. 

The small group leaders reported that many of the persons 

in their groups were able to name the areas of alienation 

in their own lives. Participants also were able to 

express their thoughts about the ministry to inactive and 

alienated Roman Catholics to be implemented at our parish. 

The small group leaders reported that the participants had 

become familiar with the causes of alienation and the 

process for welcoming back inactive and alienated Roman 

Catholics into membership in the Church. The 

questionnaire showed that 20% of the respondents had 

learned how to provide support for returning Roman  



Catholics. I was pleased to have seventeen of the 

participants volunteer to provide support for a ministry 

to inactive and alienated Roman Catholics in our parish. 

I was still unsure of what type of a process or 

program would be implemented at my parish for reconciling 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. I decided not to 

begin immediately meeting and planning with those 

parishioners who had volunteered to help with a ministry 

to returning Roman Catholics. Instead I contacted each of 

those who had volunteered and thanked them for their 

interest. I promised to call them when I had need of 

their time and talent. 

I designed my pastoral project to meet two main 

objectives. I believe my pastoral project met these 

objectives of first, enabling parishioners to recognize 

within their own lives areas of alienation which are in 

need of healing, liberation, and forgiveness, and second 

enabling parishioners to become compassionate healers for 

alienated and inactive Roman Catholics. 

It should be noted that when I designed the 

instrument to be used to evaluate my pastoral project, I 

designed one that had worked in the past. The evaluative 

instrument was one that I had used to evaluate the Renew 

program and I decided to create a similar one because I 

thought I was going to be evaluating another program. 

What I discovered when looking at the data that was 

gathered from the evaluation forms, was that it merely  



evaluated the feelings of the participants toward the 

"Reconciling and Returning” program. I wished I had added 

questions to ask the participants to state what they had 

learned through the program. 

If I could redesign an evaluation instrument for my 

pastoral project I would do it differently. In designing 

an instrument to see if my two goals were met I would ask 

participants to be very specific about what they learned 

from the program. I would ask them if they would treat 

alienated and inactive Roman Catholics differently as a 

result of what they learned from their participation in 

the program. I also would have asked persons who did not 

participate in the program to fill out an evaluation form, 

so that I could compare their answers with those who did 

participate. I should have designed an entirely new 

instrument instead of relying on a format that had worked 

in the past. 

 



V. GROUP THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

Theological reflection allows one to learn from one’s 

experience by placing a person’s experience into a genuine 

conversation with his or her religious heritage. It deals 

directly with the experience a person has had and helps 

that person to learn from those 1ife events. 

This conversation opens the gates between our 

experience and our Christian heritage. It helps 
us access the Christian tradition as a reliable 
source of guidance as we search to discover the 

meaning of what God is doing now in our 
individual and corporate lives. It assists us 
to clarify and deepen our relations to the 
Christian tradition, especially when we struggle 
with its sinful and oppressive aspects. This 
conversation also enriches and strengthens our 
experiences of the tradition’s sustaining wisdom 
and power. Further, it trains us to discern the 
presence of God’s spirit in the social events 
and movements of our time.7 

The basic framework for theological reflection 

includes focusing on and describing an experience to 

identify the heart of the matter. The heart of the matter 

is then explored in conversation that includes questions 

from Christian themes such as those contained in Scripture 

or Gospel parables and material from the Tradition 

containing the wisdom of our heritage. This conversation 

is then examined to find new truths and new meanings for 

living. The Christian theme that I used for my group 

theological reflection centered on healing, liberation, 

and forgiveness. I chose Scripture passages and material 

7 Patricia Killen and John De Beer, The Art of 
Theological Reflection (New York: Crossroad, 1994) viii.  



from the Tradition that pertained to this theme. 

Since the whole "Reconciling and Returning” program 

was centered around various stories of healing and 

forgiveness found in Scripture, I decided to do my group 

theological reflection in the same manner. We started the 

theological reflection by beginning from the tradition 

found in Scripture and then reading a short mediation on 

the meaning of that story. The group next examined their 

own experiences in the light of the Scripture story and 

meditation. They looked at how the Christian tradition 

interpreted the themes of healing and forgiveness and next 

how our culture interpreted the themes. The staff thought 

about those gospel themes and how to be authentic 

witnesses to them. The final process was to examine their 

own thoughts and feelings, finally searching out the truth 

and meanings for their lives. As part of this final 

process the group came up with an action step in response 

to what they had learned from the theological reflection. 

Our parish staff met five times while the Lenten 

"Reconciling and Returning” program was in progress. We 

looked at the same materials that the small groups used 

and reflected on them theologically. Through this 

process, we as a staff were able to get in touch with and 

speak about our own need for healing, liberation, and 

forgiveness. We uncovered the areas of alienation in our 

own lives and became willing to reach out to others who 

were in need.  



No one, in a moment of honesty, doubts that sin 
is part of our parishes, ourselves, and the 
people to whom we minister. But parishes and 
pastoral ministers must acknowledge the ways of 
sin found there if true conversion is to happen. 
Awareness and acknowledgment are the beginning 
of the process.8 

We chose an action response to each of the four 

Scripture passages. "Then he said to him, ‘Stand up and 

go; your faith has saved you.’" (Luke 17:19). After 

reading, reflecting, and discussing this passage in Luke 

17:11-19 about the Ten Lepers, we decided to pray for each 

other. We each chose a specific day of the week and 

promised to pray for all the members of our parish staff. 

At our staff meeting the following week we spoke about how 

we felt when we thought that someone was remembering us 

specifically in prayer each day. Father Mike told how he 

prayed for each one of us during the consecration of the 

Mass on his assigned day. Leah Jones, our deacon’s wife, 

said she actively felt God’s love when she realized that 

someone cared enough for her to pray for her each day. 

When someone demonstrated their care for us, we in turn, 

could appreciate God’s care and concern for us. 

The Scripture passage for the second small group 

session was the story of the penitent woman contained in 

Luke 7:36-50. "But he said to the woman, ‘Your faith has 

saved you, go in peace.’"” (Luke 7:50). As a staff, we 

reflected on the great love the woman showed for Jesus and 

8 Cieslak 199.  



noted that this love was a direct result of her knowing 

and accepting God’s love and forgiveness. This love gave 

the woman the courage to seek Jesus because she believed 

that He had the power to restore her and make her whole 

again. The action of the woman in seeking out Jesus led 

us to decide to do a quiet act of kindness for someone 

during the coming week. Each staff member would choose 

both the act of kindness they would perform and the person 

who would be the recipient. We wanted to put the love and 

compassion that Jesus showed the penitent woman into 

action. 

The following week we spoke about how good we felt 

when doing a simple act of kindness for another person. 

Sr. Monica Ames, our school principal, told how she had 

met with a particularly annoying parishioner and suddenly 

decided that this was the person for whom she must perform 

an act of kindness. We reflected on how what we did for 

others by way of a simple act of kindness enabled us to 

acknowledge God’s love for us and others. We were able to 

articulate our experience of God because of our encounter 

with Him within the human experience. The knowledge that 

we are loved by a merciful God is the first step to 

repentance, healing, and forgiveness. 

The story of the adulterous woman in John 8:2-11 was 

the Scripture passage used for the third session of the 

"Reconciling and Returning” program. "Then Jesus said, 

‘Neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on do not sin  



any more.’" (John 8:11). As a parish staff, we reflected 

on how this story tries to teach us about the nature of 

God’s love and mercy for us. God’s desire is not to 

condemn us, but to forgive us our sins and give us the 

opportunity to start anew. We are forgiven and given a 

second chance because God loves us and gives us God’s self 

to enable us to return His love as free response of 

ourself and freely to follow His way which is truly 

healing, reconciling, and liberating. As an action 

response to this Scripture passage we decided to ask for 

God’s love during the coming week. During our next staff 

meeting we discussed our reactions to asking God to love 

us. Many of us told how before we felt free to ask God to 

love us, we first asked God’s forgiveness. It was 

difficult for us to remember that God gives His love to us 

unconditionally. It is God’s desire to free us from sin, 

only our own weakness and insecurity act as barriers to 

God’s love and forgiveness for us. 

The Scripture passage used for the last session in 

the "Reconciling and Returning” program was the story of 

the paralytic man found in John 5:1-15. "After this Jesus 

found him in the temple area and said to him, ‘Look, you 

are well; do not sin any more, so that nothing worse may 

happen to you.’"” (John 5:14). Our staff theological 

reflection led us to discuss how the question Jesus was 

asking the paralytic and us is, "Do we really and truly 

want to be healed?” Do we really want to experience life  



to the fullest or is that too risky and challenging? We 

wondered if we were too comfortable in our lives to want 

to experience life abundantly. We thought about what each 

of us would need to change in our relationship with God 

and in our attitudes or values to foster a transformation 

from brokenness to wholeness. 

A reconciling parish accepts sin for what it is 
and accepts sinners for who they are. But all 
in the parish have sinned, all need healing: 
pastors, associates, sisters, school principals, 
members of parish councils, the wealthiest and 
the poorest, the healthiest and the seriously 
i1l. This reconciliation comes from God, but 
always through other humans.9 

The challenge of the gospels is clearly a personal 

one of choosing to follow the example of Jesus’ loving 

relationship with His Father. In choosing an action 

response to this reflection, we wanted to do something to 

demonstrate an openness to and acceptance of God’s desire 

to heal and restore us. We decided that the best action 

would be for each one of us to take time to go to 

confession during the coming week. 

Since the Church is called to reconcile through 
the power of God, the local parish, as Church, 
is called to reconcile. Since the parish is 
called to reconcile, those who constitute the 
parish are called to reconcile. Pastoral 

ministers must seek reconciliation from each 
other and from other members in the total 
parish; members in the total parish must seek 
reconciliation from each other and from their 
pastoral ministers. No one is exempt from 
reconciling and seeking reconciliation. 10 

9 Cieslak 200. 

10 Cieslak 200.  



At our next staff meeting we discovered that not 

everyone reported that they had gone to confession. Four 

staff members readily commented on what a good experience 

they had when they went to confession, the other five made 

no comment. As a group we did not comment on the fact 

that not everyone appeared to have carried through on our 

chosen action response. We should have discussed the 

issue of whether we saw another way of being healed beside 

the obvious one of going to confession. 

We met as a staff for a fifth time to reflect 

theologically on the "Reconciling and Returning” program 

as a whole. Our reflections kept leading us back to the 

issue of how we could help alienated and inactive Roman 

Catholics in our own parish. With a limited staff, how 

could we find the resources to reach out to those 

suffering from the pain of rejection and alienation. 

There was no one staff person who felt capable of 

developing and running a program for inactives. Our 

discussion and reflection became stuck on all the reasons 

why we could not as a parish commit to starting a program 

or process to help inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. . 

John ended the session because the group could not seem to 

go forward with the discussion. 

Theological reflection changes lives. The 
practice of theological reflection helps us take 
religious insights, which are fleeting, and 
gradually move them into our permanent 
structures of perceiving and interpreting 
experience. It invites us to pause to 
reinterpret past experiences more adequately in 
light of our faith so that our daily lives can  



be lived more faithfully. 11 

I had scheduled a day of reflection for our staff in 

May. I planned to use this day as a time of concentrated 

theological reflection about the our parish ministry to 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. We met at the 

parish office and got into cars for a short drive to our 

of f campus meeting site. As we talked and joked over 

coffee and doughnuts, it was clear that everyone in the 

group was in good spirits. We used Morning Prayer from 

the Liturgy of the Hours to help us direct our minds and 

hearts to the work of the day. 

I asked Leah to read the Scripture passage I had 

chosen to help us reflect theologically on the process of 

reconciling inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. The 

story I had chosen was that of the prodigal son as told in 

Luke 15:11-32. When the reading was done, I allowed the 

staff about five minutes to internalize the familiar story 

illustrating Jesus’ concern for the lost and God’s love 

for the repentant sinner. 

To help focus our theological reflection, I read a 

portion of Henri Nouwen’s book, The Return of the Prodigal 

Son: A Story of Homecoming. Nouwen reflects upon the 

picture of the prodigal son’s homecoming that was painted 

by Rembrandt. To Nouwen the key to the painting is seen 

in the welcome the father gave to his returning son. 

11 Killen and De Beer 111.  



Nouwen relates the love of the father for his son to the 

unconditional love that God gives to us. 

Here the mystery of my life is unveiled. I am 
loved so much that I am left free to leave home. 
The blessing is there from the beginning. I 
have left it and keep on leaving it. But the 
Father is always looking for me with 
outstretched arms to receive me back and whisper 
again in my ear: ‘You are my Beloved, on you my 
favor rests.’12 

I allowed another five minutes for the reflection 

from Nouwen’s book, that I had read aloud, to become 

meaningful. I hoped that the reflection would help us to 

think about loving as the father had loved and being loved 

as the son was. I had prepared four questions that I 

hoped would lead us into a theological reflection of how 

our parish could reach out to inactive and alienated Roman 

Catholics. The four questions were: 

1. What does this parable teach us about sin, 
repentance, and God’s love? 

How does our own sinfulness enable us to minister 

to others? 

What can we do to help those who come to us 

broken and in need of healing? 

What are we, the parish staff, called to do in 
order to reach out to those inactive or alienated 

Roman Catholics we meet with? 

I asked the first question about what the story of 

the prodigal son taught us about sin, repentance, and 

God’s love. The group was silent for a few minutes and 

finally Father Mike broke the silence with his thoughts. 

12 Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son: A 
Story of Homecoming (New York: Doubleday, 1982) 44.  



He said that Nouwen’s reflection put the parable in a new 

light for him. He was struck by the thought that we go 

about our daily lives looking for unconditional love in 

all the wrong places. 

I am the prodigal son every time I search for 
unconditional love where it cannot be found. 
Why do I keep ighoring the place of true love 
and persist in looking for it elsewhere? Why do 
I keep leaving home where I am called a child of 
God, the Beloved of my Father?13 

John was next to talk about his thoughts. He said 

that there are few people in the world who are able to 

live without striving for what the world sees as 

self-fulfiliment: power, wealth, status, etc. These are 

people who seem to have a higher purpose in life. Sr. 

Joan White, who works with the parish senior citizens, 

mentioned how she has been blessed to work with people who 

are able to be committed totally to living a different 

lifestyle. They are living apart from the world and not 

seeking recognition in a public sense. 

Father Mike then showed us a book he was writing in. 

He told us how he had started to keep a journal in 1981, 

when he first entered the seminary. This particular 

journal was one of a series that he had kept since that 

time. He told how hearing again the story of the prodigal 

son and Nouwen'’s reflection on it was very moving to him. 

He said, "I wonder if that recognition of sin and mercy 

comes with age or experience. I’m not sure, but it must 

13 Nouwenh 43.  



evolve as you get older. It comes from your own need for 

forgiveness and mercy.” 

Our deacon, Tom Jones, shared how he had to go 

through life gathering possessions and seeking recognition 

from the world before he could learn an important lesson. 

He learned that God did not live in the adulation of the 

world and that he was not God. Tom said, "That’s the 

heart of the prodigal son, that the kid had to go out and 

find that the world was not what he thought it was. He 

had to find that out and then return home. He had to seek 

his father’s love and forgiveness." 

We spoke of how all the experiences we have had 

enable us to reach out to others. It was our own 

experience of brokenness that allows us to forgive another 

person. We become more compassionate when we learn from 

our own shortcomings. There is more of an ability to 

forgive others when we ourselves have been forgiven. We 

are called to reconcile by the power of God manifest in 

our lives and struggles and in the lives and struggles of 

others. "The whole Church, as a priestly people, acts in 

different ways in the work of reconciliation which has 

been entrusted to it by the Lord."14 

I spoke about how I went home the evening before and 

wrote one hundred times - I must keep my mouth shut. Once 

again I had spoken in anger at a parish meeting. I had an 

14 Rite of Penance (New York: Catholic Book 

Publishing Co., 1375) 18.  



image of myself as always being calm and collected in all 

situations. However, the Lord showed me my weakness and 

put me in a situation where I was not calm and collected. 

I lost my temper and had to ask forgiveness from those 

people at the meeting for venting my anger on them. I 

needed to help myself, so I could learn to help others. 

We spoke of our need as a staff to come together in 

prayer. The love and support we give each other was of 

utmost importance. Parishioners sometimes questioned why 

we were not answering the phone during our prayer times or 

staff meetings, but we all felt the need to be present to 

one another during our time together. We could not 

effectively help others if we did not pray together. The 

time spent raising our hearts and minds to God was 

valuable to us. We were not just individuals, but a 

community that needed time to worship together. We had 

within us the capacity to know ourselves as persons in the 

light of the reality of God, and we knew God to be the 

object of our every undertaking. 

Leah talked about how she always thought about 

herself as a good person. One day she discovered that she 

was a sinner. Then she discovered that she was the worst 

sinner. She went from one form of pride to another in the 

space of a year. "However, during the last few weeks I 

stopped focusing on my own sinfulness and instead placed 

the focus on the love and the mercy of God. God’s mercy, 

love, and forgiveness are so great, that I no longer judge  



myself or others. Then it is easy to love and forgive 

others. Sometimes when we work with the engaged couples, 

it necessary to help them see the need for them to get 

their lives in order. It is beautiful to see them when 

they realize their need for forgiveness. When they come 

back from having received the sacrament of Penance, their 

faces are fully alive. They seem to radiate joy from 

experiencing God’s love and forgiveness. We have seen so 

much grace and it is beautiful to behold.” 

John spoke about two things that the parable of the 

prodigal son showed him. The first was that the love and 

mercy of God was limitless. Turning back to God was a way 

to experience this love and mercy. The second thing that 

the parable showed him was that God’s mercy and love could 

not be described in strictly human terms. The love of 

God for us cannot be limited by human definitions. 

Our reflection turned to our children. We spoke 

about how hard it was to love them enough to allow them to 

make mistakes. Father Mike wondered if parents ever 

reached the point where they stopped worrying about their 

children. Bonnie Brown, our secretary said that when your 

children reached a certain age you had to believe that 

they knew what they were doing. You still worry, but as 

far as their actions are concerned, they are on they own. 

It is hard to have enough confidence in God, to allow your 

children to make mistakes. 

Sometimes it is easy for us to believe in God’s mercy  



and love for others, but not for ourselves. We forget 

that we were created in the image and likeness of God. We 

can see the good in others, but not in ourselves. It is 

only in Jesus Christ that we can come to a full 

understanding of who we are as human beings. Our 

reflections became focused on how difficult it was to 

comprehend God’s mercy and love for us. However, in the 

sacrament of Penance, we saw the Church as a reconciler of 

sinners, as well as, a community that is in need of 

reconciliation. Through the action of the Church, Jesus 

Christ continues to heal, forgive, and reconcile us to one 

another and to God. 

We talked about the parish RCIA process and how at 

the beginning of every year an unlikely group of people 

gather for the journey. At times we judged some of them 

not worthy to be there, but by allowing God’s love and 

mercy to act upon each of them and on us, a dramatic 

change happened. Through their belief in God they are 

transformed. That is the important aspect of the RCIA 

process, people are transformed through God’s mercy, 

love, and forgiveness. 

Sister Monica, our school principal, observed that 

God’s grace does not work in a vacuum. It needs a 

channel, and in many cases that channel is our parish 

staff. We need to be open to being God’s instruments of 

love and forgiveness. 

I next asked the final question that I had planned  



for our theological reflection: What are we, the parish 

staff, called to do in order to reach out to those 

inactive or alienated Roman Catholics that we come in 

contact with? Leah immediately said that we need to pray 

more. Father Mike endorsed this need of more prayer time 

and said that prayer enables us to focus on the needs of 

our parish for healing and forgiveness. Our prayer will 

enable us to gain the grace we need to help others. I was 

not sure how more prayer would help us reach out to the 

inactive or alienated Roman Catholics, but I did not 

comment. 

Deacon Tom noted that our prayer time together will 

help us to evangelize each other and then we can reach out 

to evangelize others. He also commented that our time 

together helps us to grow closer as a staff. Getting to 

know each other allows us the opportunity to grow in love 

and faith. We can effectively minister to those we come 

in contact with because we are supported by prayer and by 

others in the community. Through our affirmation of each 

other and by sharing our stories, we will grow in 

knowledge of and love for one another. 

In the months that have passed, we have grown in 

knowledge of and love for one another. I have found that 

I have been able to call on certain staff members to help 

with particular inactive or alienated Roman Catholics 

because I knew them better through our shared prayer 

times. I also believe that as a staff we have grown  



closer to each other and God. 

Father Mike noted that once we share of ourselves 

with each other, our relationship will become different. 

This intimate sharing of our lives and faith will bond us 

as a parish staff. Tom suggested that we make a real 

effort to support each other in prayer. We decided to use 

the Serenity Prayer of St. Francis as our staff prayer. 

As a staff we committed ourselves to saying the prayer 

daily for each other and our work in the parish. The 

prayer would be a reminder that as parish staff members we 

are called to offer God’s love, mercy, and forgiveness to 

those we meet. Leah commented that when we committed to 

pray for each other during the Lenten program she felt a 

wonderful sense of comfort and of being strengthened by 

the prayers of the staff. 

I ended our time of theological reflection together 

by asking John to read the concluding prayer from the 

"Reconciling and Returning” booklet. The last sentence 

that speaks about God’s offer of abundant 1ife seemed 

especially appropriate. The staff did not come up with 

any real conclusions about starting programs for alienated . 

and inactive Roman Catholics. They did not endorse any 

particular process for guiding those people back to the 

Church. They only focused on healing themselves and 

strengthening their ties as a staff. The staff believed 

that by getting in touch with our own need for healing and 

forgiveness, we would be able to reconcile others. They 
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felt a commitment to being agents of reconciliation. 

Engaged in such deeply Christ-centered action, a 
community will discover for itself the struggles 
and joys of being ambassadors of reconciliation 
in a world divided against itself. It is only 
when living communities at the grassroots level 
decide for themselves that such a commitment to 
reconciliation is their primary call, that any 
reform of penance, indeed any implementation of 
the RCIA, will be more than changing furniture 
and rewriting texts. The process of 
reconciliation is the process of more deeply 
becoming the Body of Christ for the sake of the 
world. It is no more, and no less, than that.15 

The staff had learned that the ministry of 

reconciling inactive or alienated Roman Catholics was very 

important. They believed that they all needed to be 

involved in the ministry in some way. However, they did 

not see the need for a particular process or program. The 

parish staff did not see the need for one person to be 

solely in charge of ministering to inactive or alienated 

Roman Catholics. They decided to allow our current 

situation of handling inactive or alienated Roman 

Catholics on a one to one basis or through the RCIA 

process to continue. 

Most of the staff felt that we had accomplished a 

great deal with our theological reflection. As the 

facilitator, I had to trust that the reflective process 

had been valuable. I had to believe that it was 

faith-filled and life-giving. However, I felt that the 

15 James Lopresti, "RCIA and Reconciling the 
Alienated,” Robert J. Kennedy, Reconciliation: The 
Continuing Agenda (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 
1987) 170.  
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staff had not responded to the call of transformation that 

results from the process of theological reflection. At 

that moment I did not realize that my own opportunity to 

reflect theologically on the themes of healing and 

forgiveness was still to come. 

 



VI. PROJECT AUTHOR’S THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

The group theological reflection was over and I was 

disappointed. I wanted a process or program for helping 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics return to the 

Church. I was in touch with my own woundedness and need 

for healing. I believed in God’s mercy, love, and 

forgiveness. But, I still wanted the staff to agree to 

start a formal program to work with inactives. What good 

was it if I was ready to bring people back to the Church 

and there was no vehicle to do it with. I truly believed 

that my pastoral project was a failure because instead of 

getting the go ahead to start a program of recruiting, 

educating, reconciling, and returning, I was committed to 

pray for each parish staff member. This was not the 

outcome that I had anticipated from our theological 

reflection. 

Theological reflection slows us down, gets us 
beyond our chronic human embarrassment and 
anxiety, and creates a climate for grace to 
transform us. When theological reflection works 
it helps us to act a little differently. It 
unblocks our spirit by disciplining and refining 
our habitual processes for making meaning of our 
experience. 16 

My opportunity to respond to the my own and another’s 

need of healing and forgiveness was yet to come. The 

encounter that would put the whole experience of alienated 

and inactive Roman Catholics into a new light for me was 

about to happen. Only after my encounter and experience 

16 Killen and De Beer 111.  
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with one who was alienated from the Church could I reflect 

theologically on what was needed to help the alienated and 

inactive Roman Catholics that came to my parish. 

It was still early when the staff arrived back at the 

parish office after our day of reflection. I decided to 

spend time in my office doing some paper work. I did not 

think I would be disturbed, so I was really surprised when 

there was a knock at my outside door. When I opened the 

door and found Kerry there, I was dumbstruck. 

I had known Kerry for nine years. I avoided her, 

because of a very painful incident. Seven years ago I was 

president of our parish council. One Sunday our assistant 

pastor called and asked me to meet with him immediately. 

When I met with him, he told me that our pastor was 

leaving because one of parishioners had accused him of 

sexual misconduct with her teenage daughter. This 

parishioner’s accusation was being championed by Kerry. 

Kerry had helped this parishioner phone our pastor’s 

superiors and had contacted protective services. She had 

orchestrated our pastor’s downfall. 

I loved and respected my pastor. He was one of the 

gentlest persons I knew, I had even trusted him with my 

own children. Oftentimes he would take my son and 

daughter to play tennis or go jogging. I knew that the 

accusations could not be true and blamed Kerry for the 

situation that had arisen from her meddling. Calling an 

emergency meeting of the parish council, I told them all  



about the problem confronting us. I did not keep Kerry's 

involvement a secret and the council members were as angry 

as I was. Speaking to my pastor, I begged him to stay and 

fight this ugly incident. He refused and left behind a 

parish that was heartbroken. 

The parishioner who made the terrible accusation left 

our parish, but Kerry and her family remained. As the 

years passed Kerry became less and less an active member 

of our parish. If she showed up at Mass or a parish 

function, no one talked to her. We received a new pastor 

who was a tyrant. He wasted no time disbanding the parish 

council and firing all the parish staff. A few former 

parish council members used every opportunity available to 

remind Kerry that she was responsible for all the bad 

times that had befallen our parish. 

Eventually, I saw very little of Kerry. When I 

volunteered to be part of the Confirmation team, I was 

taken aback to learn that Kerry’s daughter was in the 

class. I spent the year trying not to take my anger at 

Kerry out on her daughter. At the end of the year, my 

tyrannical pastor hired me as the DRE and left the parish. 

A new pastor came to our parish and things went on as 

before. Kerry was not present in the parish and her 

absence was not felt. People still talked about her with 

anger and I tried to put the past behind me. I loved my 

Job as DRE and used every opportunity to learn about 

programs to help my parish. Two years ago, I went to an  



institute about working with inactive and alienated Roman 

Catholics. While there I met another DRE from a different 

state. We spoke of many things and shared stories about 

pastors we had known. She asked if I knew a particular 

priest and to my surprise it was the pastor who had been 

so unjustly accused in my parish. We spoke about him and 

she told me that the incident that had happened at my 

parish had happened to him at three or four other parishes 

also. With a sick feeling in my stomach, I realized that 

maybe he actually did what he was accused of doing in my 

parish. If he did, then Kerry had been blameless. The 

implications of the actions of myself and other 

parishioners was overwhelming. A whole parish had turned 

against someone who had done nothing, except to try to 

protect a child. 

The incident left me shaken. I could not decide how 

to right a wrong. I felt that I needed to do something. 

when the institute was over, I returned home with the 

vague feeling of guilt. I prayed to God to forgive me for 

my part in hurting Kerry. Time went on and once again our 

parish was rocked by accusations of abuse. Another pastor 

was removed and this time I believed the accusations and 

tried to help the victims. I saw Kerry at the meeting the 

diocese held to help our parishioners cope. I still could 

not bring myself to speak to her and I soon lost track of 

her again. 

Now nine months later, Kerry was at my door and I  



could no longer avoid speaking to her. "While he was a 

long way off, his father caught sight of him, and was 

filled with compassion. He ran to his son, embraced him 

and kissed him." (Luke 15:20). 

I hoped that Kerry had come to talk to me about some 

innocuous subject and invited her to come in. She walked 

in and stood facing me. "Do you still hate me?" she 

asked. 

I said, "I do not hate you, Kerry." 

"But you did hate me, when I spoke out against 

Father. When I tried to warn every one that he had harmed 

a child. You hated me," said Kerry. 

I admitted that her actions had made me hate her at 

that point in time. Then I told her that I had come to 

know that she may have done the right thing. The public 

manner that she had used to bring attention to the 

problem, may not have been the correct way to handle it, 

but she was acting out of concern for a child’s welfare. 

I told Kerry that I was very sorry for all that had 

happened to her in the following years. 

"I had expected other parishioners to hate me, but I 

expected more understanding from you. You represented the 

Church and you were supposed to be better than the rest of 

the parish,” said Kerry. 

At this point Kerry and I both started to cry. We 

put our arms around each other and sobbed. Kerry had been 

alienated from a Church that had hurt her profoundly. I  
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had contributed to her alienation. As a representative of 

the Church, I should have been more understanding and less 

judgmental. I begged Kerry’s forgiveness over and over. 

I apologized for having hurt her. In the name of the 

Church and our parish, I apologized for the abuse we had 

heaped upon Kerry. 

After a while we both calmed down and sat facing each 

other, holding hands. We spoke of all that had gone on in 

the intervening years. Kerry talked about how she had 

felt, during her time away from the parish. I cried when 

I heard how people had ignored her and hurt her. Kerry 

had suffered greatly. My apologies were sincere and came 

from my own sense of guilt at having been part of the 

institution that caused Kerry’s anguish. 

We spent over an hour together, talking, crying, and 

beginning to heal old wounds. When Kerry was ready to 

leave, I asked her to come to the Mother/Daughter 

Banquet the parish was having in two weeks. 1 asked her 

to help me with the entertainment. She accepted and I 

felt that Kerry was ready to come home. 

Two weeks flew by and the time had come for the 

banquet. For the entertainment, I had gotten several 

mothers and daughters to be a part of a small program. 

Each of the mother and daughter groups were special 

in some way and they were to speak about the uniqueness of 

their relationship. My role was introduce each mother and 

daughter group. When it was time to introduce Kerry and  



her daughters, I noticed many of our parishioners looking 

shocked that Kerry was even a part of the program. In my 

introduction of Kerry, I spoke of how much I admired and 

loved her. I spoke of how Kerry had raised four wonderful 

faith-filled daughters. I spoke of what a woman of 

courage and integrity Kerry was. 

Kerry and her daughters gave a beautiful 

presentation. The audience was loud in their applause and 

approval. I was happy that Kerry was finally home. "But 

now we must celebrate and rejoice, because your brother 

was dead and has come to life again; he was lost and has 

been found.” (Luke 15:32). 

Through my experience with Kerry I was able to reach 

out to person who was alienated from the Roman Catholic 

Church. I experienced first hand what ministering to a 

person who had been wounded deeply was all about. When I 

reflected on my own role in Kerry’s alienation, I was able 

to see what is truly important in any process that 

endeavors to reintegrate alienated persons back into the 

church. Someone must be ready to apologize personally for 

the harm that was done to them. That person should be 

someone who is in touch with their own feelings of 

brokenness and their own need of forgiveness. 

God comes to us through us. The basic 
sacramental principle directs us to look to the 
community itself as the mediator of divine love 
to individuals and the world. The ritual 
sacraments are expressions of the whole 
community and its life. For this reason, the 
reality and vitality of the sacraments are 
proportional to the reality and vitality of the  



community.17 

I could help Kerry, because I had gotten in touch 

with my own need for healing by reflecting theologically 

on my parish’s proposed ministry to alienated and inactive 

Roman Catholics. I had personally attained the two main 

objectives that I had hoped to accomplish with my pastoral 

project: enabling persons recognize within their own 

lives areas of alienation which are in need of healing, 

liberation, and forgiveness and enabling persons to become 

compassionate healers for alienated and inactive Roman 

Catholics. 

We are called to engage our lives and our 
Christian heritage from a standpoint of 
exploration, willing to trust that God is 
present in our experience and that our religious 
tradition has something to give us. Theological 
reflection offers challenge and support, 
frustration and delight, growth and celebration 
to Christian individuals and communities who 

persevere in the practice. 18 

17 Richard Gula, "A Reconciling Community: The 
Context for Penance,” Church (Summer 1990) 23. 

18 Killen and De Beer 143.  



VII. CONCLUSION 

Theological reflection is a powerful resource for 

anyone involved in ministry. 

It allows us to let the grace present in our 
ministerial experience fund and energize us. It 
helps us become more discerning and perceptive 
in our ministerial interactions. It increases 
our appreciation of how our ministry continues 
the deeds of the kingdom begun by Jesus. 
Theological reflection deepens the practice of 
ministry and nurtures ministers’ souls.19 

Looking back at the original design of my project I 

find one flaw. It did not take into account the action of 

God that was quietly at work in our parish. Instead of 

the major new program that I was setting the scene for, 1 

was shown the real need in my parish. The real need in my 

parish was for me to recognize that God is present in 

each one of the members of the parish. Reconciliation 

comes from God, but always through human beings. The 

members of my parish are the real mediators of forgiveness 

and reconciliation. They are the ones who can help 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics return to the 

Church. 

And all this is from God, who has reconciled us 
to himself through Christ and given us the 
ministry of reconciliation, namely God was 
reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 
counting their trespasses against them and 
entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. 
So we are ambassadors for Christ, as if God were 
appealing through us. We implore you on behalf 
of Christ, be reconciled to God. (Corinthians 
5:18-20). 

18 Killen and De Beer 111.  



Even after going through the theological reflection 

with the parish staff I still did not see that a new 

program was not what was needed in my parish. I was so 

concerned that the project result in a new process for 

reaching out to inactive and alienated Roman Catholics 

that what the staff was saying was lost on me. God did 

not give up on my inability to accept the truth. Kerry 

was sent to me to show what is truly needed to reconcile 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics. 

There must be common owhership of vulnerability, 
a common understanding that whether you are a 
returning Catholic, the presider, or a member of 
the assembly, you, and everyone else, is in need 
of healing, liberation, and forgiveness. All 
share a common bond.20 

I needed to be aware of my own brokenness and 

sinfulness. I needed to know that I had sinned by 

condemning Kerry for her actions. By acknowledging my own 

sinfulness I was ready to ask for God’s love and 

forgiveness. Having experienced God’s mercy I was ready 

to help Kerry. I, as a representative of the parish, 

could ask pardon of Kerry and at the same time forgive her 

any wrong she may have done. My experience with Kerry has 

led me to believe that no formal program for reconciling 

inactive and alienated Roman Catholics was needed in my 

parish. The simple action of a person who represented the 

Church being truly present to another, sharing their pain, 

20 Therese Anne Kiefer, "Are We Putting Penitents on 
Display?" Today’s Parish (April/May 1990) 25.  



asking forgiveness, and offering pardon was enough. 

A Christian community is therefore a healing 
community not because wounds are cured and pains 
are alleviated, but because wounds and pains 
become openings or occasions for a new vision. 
Mutual confession then becomes a mutual 
deepening of hope, and sharing weakness becomes 
a reminder to one and all of the coming 
strength. 21 

I discovered that my parish was a reconciling 

community. When we found those areas in our own lives 

that were in need of healing, liberation, or forgiveness 

we could become effective and compassionate healers for 

those among us who felt alienated from the Church. In the 

same way that I helped Kerry, members of my parish could 

help other inactive or alienated Roman Catholics. 

Just as first faith and conversion take place in 
the midst of the community, nurtured by the 
community in a variety of ways, so too the 
development of the experience of God’s love and 
forgiveness in face of my own infidelity and 
sinfulness also takes time and may be nurtured 
in a variety of ways by other members of the 
community.22 

The parish staff was correct that we did not need a 

program to reconcile inactive and alienated Roman 

Catholics. We needed to pray and support each other. We 

needed to say that as a parish staff we were holy and 

sinful. We needed to be willing to personally help 

21 Nouwen 94. 

22 Kathleen Hughes, "Reconciliation: Disquieting 
Pastoral Reflections,” Michael Henchal, ed., Repentance 
and Reconciliation in the Church (Collegeville: The 
Liturgical Press, 1987) 68.  



inactive and alienated Roman Catholics return to the 

Church. 

We are imperfect healers in the service of the 
perfect Healer, who inspires us to lament, to 
grieve, to rage, to unbind, and to be reconciled 
in the pews before reconciliation is celebrated 
on the altar. He is our leader to the truthful 
way of being fully human and fully alive.23 

Today when I am approached by an inactive or 

alienated Roman Catholic who is seeking to rejoin the 

church they left behind, I do not have a program that I 

can recommend. Instead, I listen to their story and then 

match them with someone in the parish who has volunteered 

to work with inactives. These volunteers meet with the 

inactive or alienated Roman Catholic on a one to one basis 

to help them reenter the church and parish life. I also 

offer to make an appointment with other staff members if 

they have specific needs that I cannot address. Ministry 

to inactive or alienated Roman Catholics is, as I 

discovered through my pastoral project, a relational one 

and not a programmatic one. The theological foundation 

for this insight comes from the 1ife of Jesus Christ who 

is the model for this ministry. He shows us through His 

actions that we are called to reconcile, heal, and 

forgive even as He did. 

23 Doris Donnelly, "Binding Up the Wounds In a 
Healing Community,” Michael Henchal, ed., Repentance and 
Reconciliation in the Church (Collegeville: The 
Liturgical Press, 1987) 31.  
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Appendix I 

9/21/94 

Sacred Scripture is full of stories of healing and 

forgiveness. Pick your favorite New Testament story that 

speaks to you of healing and forgiveness, indicate your 

choice, identifying where it is found in the New Testament 

on the lines below. Please bring this paper with you to 

our next staff meeting on September 28th. Many thanks! 

 



Reconciling 
& 

Returning  



Reconciliation and Liberation through 

God's Love, Forgiveness, and Healing Power 

The glory of God is man fully alive. St. Iraneus. 

Introduction 

The Good News of Jesus Christ is that God became a man, 

to forgive us our sins which enslave us, to heal our brokenness 

which many times is caused by sin, and to reconcile us to his 

Heavenly Father,and our brothers and sisters on earth. 

This series is an attempt to deal with the brokenness in our 

lives,so that we would come to the awareness and discovery that 

God wants to make us whole again. God does not rejoice in our 

brokenness, He wishes to heal us and set us free. By examining 

four episodes in the Gospels of Luke and John, insight and 

understanding should be revealed as to the depth and totality of 

God's love for us. 
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Week I: The Ten Lepers - Lk 17:11-19 

On his journey to Jerusalem he passed along the borders of 

Samaria and Galilee. As he was entering a village, ten lepers met 

him. Keeping their distance, they raised their voices and said, 

“Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” When he saw them, he 

responded, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” On their way 

there they were cured. One of them, realizing that he had been 

cured, came back praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself 

on his face at the feet of Jesus and spoke his praises. This man 

was a Samaritan. 

Jesus took the occasion to say, “Were not all ten made 

whole? Where are the other nine? Was there no one to return and 

give thanks to God except this foreigner?” He said to the man, 

“Stand up and go your way; your faith has been your salvation.” 

Reflection 

In Jesus' time lepers were the untouchables, banned from 

towns and villages, isolated and alienated from the healthy, living 
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among themselves, and depending on the mercy and compassion 

others. Lepers were indeed a desperate and desolate lot. What is 

Jesus' encounter with the lepers trying to teach us? 
The story for one illustrates the importance of faith in God, 

if we desire a cure. Upon Jesus' command, all ten immediately 

left to show themselves to the priests. (The law of Moses specified 

that a lepers cured had to be verified by a priest.) Every one of 

the lepers believed in Jesus, and obeyed his request. 
Another lesson that is revealed in this story is our basic 

ingratitude for the good things God gives us. Here we have the 

case of all ten lepers being cured, but only one, a Samaritan, (a 

foreigner), comes back to praise God and thank Jesus. The fact 

that the Samaritan is the the only grateful one would have been 

especially insulting to the Jews hearing this story. 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Do we believe God could heal us, if that be His will? 

2. If God does not answer our prayers for healing in the manner 

we had hoped, does that mean that God has abandoned us 
or does not care about our plight? 

3. Should we only pray to God to heal our physical ailments, or 

should we also pray to God to heal us spiritually? 

Action 

Do something this week to demonstrate your gratitude to God. 

Prayer 

On God, you have given us the gift of Life, heal us from all 

that alienates and isolates us from You and our neighbor. 
We ask in Jesus name, AMEN. 
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Week II: The Penitent Woman - Lk. 7:36-50 

There was a certain Pharisee who invited Jesus to dine 

with him. Jesus went to the Pharisee’s home and reclined to eat. 

A woman known in the town to be a sinner learned that he was 

dining in the Pharisee’s home. She brought in a vase of perfumed 

oil and stood behind him at his feet, weeping so that her tears fell 

upon his feet. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissing them 

and perfuming them with the oil. When his host, the Pharisee, 

saw this, he said to himself, «If this man were a prophet, he would 

know who and what sort of woman this is that touches him - that 

she is a sinner.” In answer to his thoughts, Jesus said to him, 

«Simon, I have something to propose to you.” “Teacher,” he said, 

“speak.” 

«Two men owed money to a certain money-lender; one owed 

a total of five hundred coins, the other fifty. Since neither was 

able to repay, he wrote off both debts. Which of them was more 

grateful to him?” Simon answered, “He, I presume, to whom he 

remitted the larger sum.” Jesus said to him, “You are right.” 

«Turning then to the woman, he said to Simon: “You see 

this woman? came to your home and you provided me with no 

water for my feet. She has washed my feet with her tears and 

wiped them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but she has not 

ceased kissing my feet since I entered. You did not anoint my 

head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with perfume. I tell 

you, that is why her many sins are forgiven - because of her great 

love. Little is forgiven the one whose love is small.” 

He said to her then, “Your sins are forgiven”; at which his 

fellow guests began to ask among themselves, “Who is this that 

he even forgives sins?” Meanwhile he said to the woman, “Your 

faith has been your salvation. Now go in peace.” 
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Reflection 

In this Gospel episode we have another type of outcast in 

Jesus' day, a known sinner. This woman because of who she 

was, probably a prostitute, should not be given the time of day, let 

alone be seen with in public. Yet despite Simon's discomfort and ill 

thinking, Jesus commends her for showing him hospitality. What 

did Jesus see in this woman that the other dinner guests did not? 

Jesus knew that the great love she was showering on Him was a 

consequence of her knowing and accepting God’s love and 

forgiveness. 
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The major theme of this story is the great love this sinful 

woman possessed because she had finally realized God’s love and 

mercy for her. It was this great love that brought her to Jesus in 

sorrow and tears. It was this great love that gave her, a woman 

of ill repute, the courage to enter the Pharisee’s home to 

encounter Jesus. It was this great love, that cast away her fear, 

realizing that Jesus had the power to restore her and make her 

whole again. 

Another lesson of this story is the harm we cause when we 

are prejudiced toward others and put them in boxes. Jesus saw 

what the Pharisees could not, that this woman was sorry for her 

sinful life and was ready to begin anew to live a life pleasing to 

God. Jesus "saw" the woman for who she truly was. 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Is knowledge of God’s love for us an important part of 

repentance and healing? 

2. As the story indicates, must we be forgiven much to love 

much? What produces great love in us? 

3. Given our own need for forgiveness and healing, how can we 

become more like the penitent woman? 

Action 

Do something this week for a neighbor to show God’s love. 

Prayer 

In Your eyes Heavenly Father, no one is just and worthy of 

Your love.. Let us know Your love and mercy for us, and give us 

the gift of sincere repentance, so that we can love You, ourselves, 

and our neighbor with all our heart. We ask this in Jesus name, 

AMEN. 
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Week III: The Adulterous Woman - Jn. 8: 2-11 

At daybreak he reappeared in the temple area; and when 
the people started coming to him, he sat down and began to teach 

them. The scribes and the Pharisees led a woman forward who 

had been caught in adultery. They made her stand there in front 

of everyone. “Teacher,” they said to him, “this woman has been 

caught in the act of adultery. In the law, Moses ordered such a 

woman to be stoned. What do you have to say about the case?” 

(They were posing this question to trap him, so that they could 

have something to accuse him of.) Jesus bent down and started 

tracing on the ground with his finger. When they persisted in their 

questioning, he straightened up and said to them, “Let the man 

among you who has no sin be the first to cast a stone at her.” A 

second time he bent down and wrote on the ground. Then the 

audience drifted away one by one, beginning with the elders. This 

left him alone with the woman, who continued to stand there 

before him. Jesus finally straightened up and said to her, 
“Woman where did they all disappear to? Has no one condemned 

you?” “No one sir,” she answered. Jesus said, “Nor do I condemn 

you. You may go. But from now on avoid this sin.” 

Nor do 1 condom ou 
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Reflection 

The story of the woman caught in adultery is one of the 

best encounters with Jesus in the Gospels which shows how 

much God loves us and wishes us abundant life. Here we have 

the case of a woman caught red-handed in the act of adultery. 

The law of Moses prescribed death for such an offense. One can 

not help but ask the questions: Where is the male adulterer? Are 

they not both subject to the law of Moses and deserving of death? 

We must realize that the ultimate reason Jesus was 

approached by these men was to trap him into a decision which 

would violate the law. They knew His reputation for compassion 

and mercy and they were looking for ways to accuse Him of 

violating the law so that they could put Him to death. Jesus 

aware of the dilemma, calmly and humbly tells them that he who 

is without sin should cast the first stone. One by one they return 

to their homes. 
This story is primarily trying to teach us about the nature of 

God’s love and mercy for us. His desire is not to condemn us, but to 

forgive us our sins and give us the opportunity to start anew. God 

does not forgive us and and give us a second chance merely to sin 

again, but rather He wishes us to return His love, and follow His 

way which is truly healing, reconciling, and liberating. 

Questions for Discussion 
1. Is there any sin which God could not forgive? 

2. Does God want our condemnation or liberation? 

3. How could we be more open to God’s desire to free us from sin, 
so that we could live joyous loving lives? 

Action 
Do something this week to be reconciled to God. 

Prayer 
Lord Jesus, your compassion and mercy is freely given to us. 

Help us in our weakness and insecurity to believe in your 

forgiveness and love for us. And strengthen us in time of 

temptation, so that we might live our lives with the richness and 

vibrancy that you intended. We ask this in Your name, AMEN.  



Week IV: The Paralytic Man Jn. 5:1-15 

Later, on the occasion of a Jewish feast, Jesus went up to 

Jerusalem. Now in Jerusalem by the Sheep Pool there is a place 

with the Hebrew name Bethesda. Its five porticoes were crowded 

with sick people lying there blind, lame or disabled [waiting for the 

movement of the water]. There was one man who had been sick 

for thirty-eight years. Jesus, who knew he had been sick a long 

time, said when he saw him lying there. “Do you want to be 

healed?” “Sir,” the sick man answered, “I do not have anyone to 

plunge me into the pool once the water has been stirred up. By 

the time I get there, someone else has gone in ahead of me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Stand up! Pick up your mat and walk!” The 

man was immediately cured; he picked up his mat and began to 

walk. 

The day was a sabbath. Consequently, some of the Jews 

began telling the man who had been cured, “It is the sabbath, and 

you are not allowed to carry that mat around.” He explained: “It 

was the man who cured me who told me, ‘Pick up your mat and 

walk.” “This person who told you to pick it up and walk,” they 

asked, “who is he?” The man who had been restored to health had 

no idea who it was. The crowd in that place was so great that 

Jesus had been able to slip away. 

Later on, Jesus found him in the temple precincts and said 

to him: “Remember, now, you have been cured. Give up your sins 

so that something worse may not overtake you.” The man went 

off and informed the Jews that Jesus was the one who had cured 

him. 
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Reflection 

Perhaps the quintessential case of how God desires to heal 

us, so that we are free to enjoy life completely, can be found in 

Jesus’ encounter with the sick man, who for thirty eight years laid 

beside the pool at Bethesda, hoping to be cured. 

Jesus’ conversation with this man is particularly 

illuminating in our efforts to understand sin, healing and 

liberation. Jesus begins by asking the man, “Do you want to be 

healed?” We might think to ourselves what a ludicrous question. 

Here is a man who for thirty-eight years had positioned himself 

near the healing pool, hoping to enter when the waters were 

stirred. How could Jesus ask him, of all people, such a question. 

Is it perhaps, that Jesus sees in him what others, ourselves 

included, can not see? A fundamental question Jesus is asking 

this man, and Jesus asks us is, do we really and truly want to be 

healed? Do we really want to experience life to the full or is that 

too risky and challenging? 
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Later, after the man had been healed by Jesus, they meet 

again in the temple precincts and Jesus said to him. “Give up 

your sins so that something worse may not overtake you.” What 

could be worse than thirty-eight years of listless life? Is Jesus 

telling us the consequences of sin are even worse than this? Do 

we really believe this and act accordingly? 

Questions for Discussion 

1. If we examined our own life, do we truly want to be healed by 

Jesus of what ails us? Or have we become too comfortable 

in our misery? 

9. Do we sincerely believe that God wants us to experience life 

abundantly? 

3. What would need to change in our relationship with God and in 

our attitudes and values that would foster this 

transformation from brokenness to wholeness? 

Action 

Do something this week to demonstrate an openess and 

acceptance of God’s desire to heal and restore you. 

Prayer 

Heavenly Father, you know our need for healing and liberation. 

Ilumine our minds and hearts so that you can transform us into the 

persons you intended, full of life and love for You and our neighbors. 

We ask this in Jesus name, AMEN. 
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Conclusion 

God desires to be reconciled with us and to make us whole 

again. This is why our Heavenly Father sent His only Son Jesus 

Christ to us, to reveal His love and concern for us, and to teach us 

how to live magnificently. This reconciliation and restoration can 

only come about if we freely chose to turn back to God, to accept 

His love and forgiveness, and to allow ourselves to experience His 

healing touch. Only in this way can we be made whole again, and 

experience life fruitfully and completely. This abundant life is 

what God offers and wants for each of us. 
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Appendix III 

St. Boniface Parish 
318 North Ninth Street, Lafayette, Indiana 47904-2597 

317-742-5063 

December 30, 1994 

Dear Renew Small Group Leader, 

l am writing, to. offer. you and vour small group another 

"Renew—-type" experience during Lent 1995. With the help and input 

of the parish staff, I have developed a Lenten reflection program 

based on Scripture stories of healing and forgiveness. The program 

will use the same format that the Renew process used - reading a 

particular Scripture passage, a reflection on the passage, group 

discussion guestions, and an action response. 

This program is called "Reconciling and Returning" and will 

consist of four small group sessions and two large group sessions. 

The goals of the program are to provide a prayerful and reflective 

Lenten experience; to learn about our needs for healing and 

forgiveness: and to discover practical methods of welcoming back 

alienated and inactive Catholics. The small groups will meet at a 

time convenient for the group in a location of their own choosing. 

The large group sessions will be held in the Parish Center. The 

tentative schedule is as follows: 

Week of February 26 lst Small group session 

Week of March 5 2nd Small group session 

March 16. 7 P.M. Large group session 

March 23, 7.P.M, Large group session 

Week of March 26 3rd Small group session 

Week of April 2 4th Small group session 

Each small group participant will be provided with a booklet 

containing the Scripture passages, reflections, discussion guestions 

and prayers. At the end of the program the participants will be 

asked to evaluate the effectiveness of this Lenten experience. It 

is my hope that the "Reconciling and Returning" program will be 

memorable experience for all who take part in it. 

1+: you would like to participate in. this program, please 

contact me by January 19th (742-1351, please leave a message if 1 am 

not in). I can arrange to add more participants to your small 

group, provide materials in Spanish, and help to reserve parish 

facilities for you to meet in. I hope vou will take advantage of 

this unique opportunity. 

Praverfully yours, 

Anne Roat 

St. Boniface DRE  



ent Appendix IV 

If you are looking for a reflective, prayerful experience 
during this Lenten season plan on joining with other St. Boniface 
parishioners to explore Scripture stories of healing and 
forgiveness. The program we will be using is called "Reconciling 
and Returning” and will consist of four small group faith sharing 
sessions and two large group presentations. 

Many of the small groups that were formed during our Parish 
Renew seasons (1991-1993) will be participating in this program. 
The leaders of these groups will be or have contacted former 
members to ask them to share in this unique experience. 

The small groups will meet during the week at a time 
convenient for the participants and in a location of their own 
choosing. The large group sessions Will be held in the Parish 
Center. The schedule is as follows: 

Week of February 26th 1st Small group session 
Week of March 5th 2nd Small group session 
March 16th, 7:00 P.M. Large group session 
March 23rd, 7:00 P.M. Large group session 

Week of March 26th 3rd Small group session 

Week of April 2nd 4th Small group session 

If you have never been a member of a small faith sharing 
group before and would like to be involved in one this Lent, 
please fill out the form below. If your small group will not be 
meeting this Lent and you would 1ike to participate in 
"Reconciling and Returning”, please fill out the form below. You 
may drop filled out forms in the collection basket, bring them to 
the rectory, or mail them to the parish office. Forms will be 
accepted until Sunday, February 12th. Please contact the Office 
of Religious Education if you have any questions (742-1351). 

I would like to participate in the "Reconciling and Returning” 
small group program at St. Boniface during Lent of 1995. 

NAME 
  

ADDRESS 
  

PHONE (A.M.) P.M.)     

Please circle most convenient time for you to participate. 

A.M. P.M. 

Please circle most convenient day for you to participate. 

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday  
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The goals for the Lenten program of Reconciling and Returning were: 

To uncover the areas of alienation in our lives 
To recognize our need for healing, liberation, and forgiveness 
To be willing to help those who are in need 

To welcome back inactive or alienated Catholics 

To develop skills to help inactive or alienated Catholics 

To learn how St. Boniface helps inactive or alienated Catholics 

To discover how we can provide support for returning Catholics 

Please reflect on the achievement of these goals in Reconciling and 

Returning and then answer the following questions. 

1. Which goals do you feel have been achieved to an expected or 
better than expected degree? (circle) 

To uncover the areas of alienation in our lives 
To recognize our need for healing, liberation, and forgiveness 
To be willing to help those who are in need 
To welcome back inactive or alienated Catholics 
To develop skills to help inactive or alienated Catholics 
To learn how St. Boniface helps inactive or alienated Catholics 
To discover how we can provide support for returning Catholics 

2. Which goals need much more development? (circle) 

To uncover the areas of alienation in our lives 

To recognize our need for healing, liberation, and forgiveness 
To be willing to help those who are in need 
To welcome back inactive or alienated Catholics 
To develop skills to help inactive or alienated Catholics 
To learn how St. Boniface helps inactive or alienated Catholics 
To discover how we can provide support for returning Catholics 

3. How many small group sessions did you attend. (circle) 

ONE TWO THREE FOUR 

Which (if any) large group sessions did you attend. (circle) 

MARCH 16 MARCH 23 

Would you be interested in being involved in a ministry to 
returning Catholics? (circle) 

YES NO 

Any comments or suggestions would you like to make to the St. 
Boniface staff about this program; ministry to returning 
Catholics; other topics for faith sharing groups; etc. 

  

  

NAME 
  

ADDRESS  
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SMALL GROUP LEADER REPORT 

(enclose with evaluation forms) 

MY NAME IS 
  

PLEASE LIST THE ACTION RESPONSE CHOSEN BY YOUR GROUP FOR 
EACH WEEK: 

1ST WEEK 
  

  

  

2ND WEEK 
  

  

  

3RD WEEK 
  

  

  

4TH WEEK 
  

  

  

MY SMALL GROUP MET ON 
  

THERE WERE MEMBERS IN MY GROUP 

THE NAMES OF THE PEOPLE IN MY GROUP WERE: 
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Lent 1995 

Dear Small Group Leader, 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in our 

Lenten program entitled Reconciling and Returning. The 

format for the program is similar to the one used in 

Renew. Some important items to note are: 

1. The program was developed totally by the St. Boniface 

parish staff. 

A critical part of the program is the evaluative 
process at the end. 

Everyone is encouraged to come to the two large group 

sessions on March 16th and March 23rd. 

The opening prayer for the session the choice of the 

leader or group. 

The scripture passage is included in the booklet. 

The reflection passage is primarily about the 
scripture passage. 

The discussion questions have no right or wrong 
answers. 

The action step is very vague - each group or 
individual should come up with a way to make the 
action very concrete. 

You will be asked to report to me the action your 
group chose as a response to the action step. 

The closing prayer is included in the format, but 
additional closing prayers or petitions may be added. 

The evaluation forms should be completed during your 
last session the week of April 2nd and returned to 
me as quickly as possible. 

You should complete the action response form yourself 
and include it with the evaluation forms. 

Please call me with questions, comments, complaints, 
etc. (I get paid to deal with these things!) 

Most importantly, have a Blessed Lenten experience. 

In Christ’s Peace, 

Anne Roat 

St. Boniface DRE 
742-1351  


