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1. INTRODUCTION 

There once was a fish who was looking for the thing called the ocean. When told that 

he was already in it, the fish was disappointed to find that it was only water. 

This story appears in a number of collections of stories (e.g., de Mello, Song, p. 12) 

meant to sensitize the reader to the many things and ways of acting that go unnoticed in life. 

Familiarity and habit cause one to become blind to much of what is important, simply because 

much of what is significant in life is commonly encountered in daily living. Just as the fish is 

surrounded by water, which gives it life and sustenance, so also many individuals live in the 

world surrounded by stories without being aware of them or their life-enriching properties. 

Looking for something new, exciting, or greater they fail to see that which adds to life and makes 

it great. 

To increase awareness of story, and particularly one's life as a story, is one of the 

principal objectives of this project. It is important for a person to express his or her life in the 

form of a story. One is then better able to know oneself, one's strengths and weaknesses, one's 

emotions, and one's fears. This knowledge brings a perspective out of which one can then 

respond to life's challenges, losses, and triumphs. Unresolved experiences and memories can be 

highlighted and brought to completion. Areas needing development can be determined. These 

benefits lead to the realization that one's life story can be viewed as a means for achieving 

wholeness of one's person and as a vehicle for growth and becoming all that one can be. 

A second reason for articulating one's life story stems from the fact that God can be found 

in the experiences of life. Reflection on these experiences can lead to a personal understanding 
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of who God is, with a consequent deepening relationship between oneself and God. 

This leads to the second objective of the project, that is, to demonstrate that reflection on 

one's life experiences expressed as a story is a form of spirituality and prayer. Prayer in this 

sense is defined as a dialogue between creature and Creator. The focus of the dialogue is the 

experience and what it says about God to the person. In this way a spirituality is developed, 

which leads to an attitude and perspective about life out of which the individual then responds 

to situations, others, and the promptings of the Holy Spirit. 

The third objective is to present some tools for deriving the focus for this form of prayer. 

They are designed to enable a person to recall and relive the significant experiences of the past 

in order to see how they now affect the person, and to discover how God has been working in 

and through those experiences. These tools can be employed by the individual working alone, 

or in company with a spiritual director or a pastoral care-giver. Hence, this work is subtitled 

such that it describes the life story as a pastoral means and a personal way for attaining physical 

and spiritual wholeness and growth. 

This report, which documents the conduct of the project and presents the conclusions 

drawn from its performance, is organized as follows. Chapter 2 presents the underlying concepts 

of story in general, and of life story in particular. The advantages and results of articulating one's 

life story are also described in this chapter. 

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 present a summary of the concepts that were introduced in each of 

the three sessions which formed the core of this project. The sessions discussed and provided 

experience with the primary tools for exploring one's identity and reliving one's significant 

experiences, their use in integrating past experiences as part of the process of achieving personal  



wholeness and authenticity, and their use in the process of continuing conversion, respectively. 

Chapter 6 briefly demonstrates how the material and the concepts can be modified for 

particular groups of individuals or suited to meet the needs for spiritual reflection during 

particular periods of the Church's liturgical year. These include an evening of reflection for 

separated or divorced persons, and appropriate evenings of reflection for parish groups at the 

beginning of Advent and on Ash Wednesday. 

Chapter 7 contains the lessons that were learned during the course of this project. 

Personal reflections and general comments from those who participated in the various sessions 

and evenings of reflection are given in point form. 

Chapter 8 presents a theological reflection on story and its suitability for persons seeking 

deeper spirituality and the means to reflect to a greater degree the image of God in which they 

were created. The Tri-Polar method is used in developing the theological reflection. Scripture 

and Tradition, culture and society, and individual and community experience are the sources for 

developing the reflection. 

Chapter 9 contains the conclusions and recommendations that were derived from the 

experience of carrying out this project. Included in this chapter are other circumstances in which 

story can be used for the development of an individual and for the furtherance of a person's 

relationships with others and with God. 

Appendix A contains the final proposal which initiated this project. In appendix B are 

found the written responses submitted by those who participated in the various sessions and 

evenings of reflection. Approximately fifty percent of those who attended chose to take the time 

to fill out and return the sheet.  



2. STORY 

Story can be divided into three broad categories: general stories, religious stories, and 

personal life stories. This project focuses on the life story and its relationship to the God story. 

The general story is briefly examined. Its commonality with the life story and its general 

familiarity enable it to serve as a point of reference for the concept of life story. 

The general story can be divided into fiction and nonfiction. Examples include novels, 

short stories, stage plays, movies, biographies, and even comic strips. One very common source 

of general stories is the television. Here one is exposed to situation comedies (sitcoms), soap 

operas, and series with weekly episodes loosely related to each other by a core cast of characters. 

In each of these forms one is exposed to a slice of life, either narrow or broad depending on the 

extent of the time frame the story encompasses. The emotions, responses, and experiences of 

"typical" lives are presented for the entertainment or education of the listener, reader, or viewer. 

Generally, one picks up a novel or tunes in to a favorite TV program as a means of 

relaxation or as a temporary means of escape from the normal cares and concerns of life. The 

person later returns to the realities of life refreshed by the enjoyable experience and ready to 

approach the next "real-world" task with a clearer mind and more relaxed attitude. 

However, the general story can be educational without explicitly attempting to be so. 

Stories inherently transmit something about life. In witnessing the actions and reactions of the 

players, and in listening to the conversations of the characters, one can gain an insight into the 

motives behind the response to the contrived experiences to which the characters are exposed. 
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Moreover, the reactions of other characters serve to define the bounds of acceptable or 

unacceptable behavior on the part of the first character. What is acceptable in a society or 

culture is generally reflected in the weekly segments of contemporary TV shows and movies. 

Conversely, the latter can effectively extend the horizon of what eventually becomes socially 

tolerated. Thus, the viewer can learn how to respond to given situations and the limits of 

acceptable response when more than one option for reaction is available. 

A second educational aspect of the general story is more personal in nature, for the types 

of stories one chooses can tell an individual something about himself or herself. When one tunes 

into a favorite program or series on the television, one is exercising a choice based upon likes, 

dislikes, preferences, and attitudes. That person may in some way identify with one of the 

leading characters, either because of similarity of life style or because the person wishes that his 

or her life style were more like that of the character in the show. For example, the individual 

wishes for the excitement and variety of a detective's life, solving the mystery or rushing in to 

save the life of innocent victims. This could be the case of an accountant who leads a very quiet, 

almost boring, existence. Conversely, the viewer could be a detective who pits his or her 

deductive powers against that of the principal character in the story, either to sharpen his or her 

own skills or to possibly gain new insights into the various ways that clues can be tied together 

to form an integrative whole which solves the puzzle. 

‘What this implies is that one's future behavior and decision-making processes are at least 

implicitly and subconsciously modified by that which has been accepted and integrated from the 

general story. The same can be said for encounters with the God story. In this case one is 

dealing with the stories of Scripture and Tradition, the narration of God's activity in the historical  



world or the interpretation of historical events from a religious viewpoint. The Hebrew 

Scriptures reflect the interpretation of its inspired writers. They began with ordinary events, 

whether occurring in nature (e.g., the rainbow) or initiated by human decisions (e.g., wars and 

battles), and superimposed on them a religious interpretation which attributed the reality to God's 

activity in the world on behalf of the chosen people. 

Contemporary Christians follow this pattern. They look at events in their lives and say 

that "what happened is the Lord's will." They then work from that starting point. In addition, 

they look to the events described in the Christian Scriptures to find solace in a loving Creator, 

challenge in a gentle Redeemer, and comfort in the presence of a gift-bearing Advocate. Their 

lives are shaped and directed by the Great Commandment of Love, in spite of its counter-cultural 

overtones. The religious stories affect their lives just as the secular stories affect the lives of 

humans in general. 

The common denominator to which reference has been made in both the general story and 

the God story is the individual life story. The root metaphor of this project is that one's life is 

a story. It is filled with numerous experiences, events, characters, and emotions. It has a 

beginning, a middle, an end, and a plot or thread that runs throughout its course. Its principal 

character is the person or individual himself or herself. 

To be a person, an authentic individual, is to have a story that is unique. It may be 

patterned after the stories of others or incorporate the values of others. It may be influenced by 

exposure to the secular story or the God story. However, these influences can only function as 

guides to the way in which the individual develops his or her story. The person must come to 

see them as points of reference, but he or she must make his or her own personal decisions based  



upon the present circumstances and in response to the existing internal and external forces. In 

order to be authentic one must be creative and build upon what has gone before and what has 

been assimilated. Personal programming, rote responses, and habit must be discovered and 

selectively applied only if appropriate to the present moment. 

One necessary step toward achieving authenticity is the formulation, articulation, and 

acceptance of one's personal life story. This is in a sense answering for oneself the question 

posed to the comic strip character of the guru, "What is life?" However, one must be persuaded 

to do this for it requires substantial amounts of personal time and effort, as well as relived pain 

generated by revisiting and reviving old wounds that have not healed and have been suppressed. 

It is worth the cost, for there are many personal benefits associated with the telling of 

one's life story.” First, one is better able to define one's identity. This identity is more than one's 

name, title, or physical characteristics. It has three dimensions, including length, breadth, and 

depth. The length encompasses all that is involved in one's history from birth to the present 

moment. The breadth derives from the relationships that one establishes with others, whether 

shallow or deep, professional or personal, short-lived or long-standing. Each relationship 

modifies the person in some minor or major way, while at the same time the person modifies the 

relationship and the other individual involved in that particular relationship. Furthermore, both 

the history and the relationships affect the depth dimension of the person. This dimension is 

defined as the subjectivity of the person, the attitude, outlook, and perspective with which the 

person views oneself, his or her life, and the relationships that have been or continue to be a part 

of that life. 

There is one other fundamental component which defines an individual's identity. This  



is centered on one's perception of and relationship to God, and it can be called the spiritual 

dimension of the person. For some this element is nearly nonexistent, and they rely entirely upon 

their own resources and the resources of those around them. Their lives are totally focused on 

the material sphere. Most individuals, however, believe in a Supreme Being who created and 

sustains the material world and has, moreover, made explicit a number of commands to govern 

the interaction among individuals and the use of the resources of creation. How one perceives 

that Supreme: Being and how one relates to that Being determine the spiritual dimension of the 

individual. 

The formation and articulation of the life story serve to highlight each of these 

dimensions. The life story brings them to the forefront of the person's awareness. Furthermore, 

in recalling the historical dimension of the identity, one has the opportunity to revisit and 

reinterpret past events and relationships in light of each other, of one's ensuing history, and of 

the present circumstances surrounding one's life. A continuum is established which gives 

definition to one's life and oneself. Reinterpretation may also allow for the healing and 

integration of those events which at the time of their occurrence introduced crisis or 

fragmentation into the person's life. 

The validity and necessity of this act of reinterpretation are exemplified by a story found 

in a collection edited by Fr. Anthony de Mello (Song, p. 140) called "Good Luck, Bad Luck." 

In this story a farmer's plow horse runs away, and his neighbors bemoan the man's loss. His 

reply shows that he understands the ambiguity of life's experiences. "Bad luck, good luck? Who 

can say?" The horse returns, bringing with it a herd of wild horses, which the farmer and his 

family corral. The neighbors now rejoice in the farmer's good fortune. Once again his reply is  



simply, "Good luck, bad luck? Who can say?" While breaking one of the horses for use on the 

farm, the son is thrown and breaks a leg instead. Once again there is the ritual of the neighbors’ 

sorrow and the farmer's reply. Finally, the army comes through the territory conscripting every 

able-bodied man for an impending battle with the enemy. They leave the son because of his 

broken leg, but take every other young man in the vicinity. 

This story exemplifies the fact that one can never know for certain whether an event is 

catastrophic or fortuitous at the time that it is happening. Its true nature can only be seen and 

understood in retrospect, when one looks at the integrative whole of one's past. 

Also, in reviewing past events one can gain an appreciation for the motivation which 

underlies one's reactions to present circumstances. This is the identification of root memories 

which result in present-day fears, angers, likes, and dislikes. A mother is critical of her son's 

behavior, but even more critical when she is expecting company. In looking over her life she 

finds that this behavior stems from the fact that her mother acted in the same way toward her for 

fear that she would do something which would cause her guests to become uncomfortable or to 

not approve of that which she did. When she came to understand the source of her anxiety, she 

was able to cope with her fears and to be more tolerant in her approach to her son. 

Another result of the formulation of one's life story is a growth in faith and in one's 

relationship with God. In reflecting upon past experiences one can come to a greater awareness 

of God's activity in his or her life. Because of the element of continuity inherent in the life story 

one can come to appreciate past events in light of present circumstances. What was seen to be 

an unanswered prayer, crisis, or setback at the time is now perceived in retrospect to have led 

to a greater good, which is the present moment. In bringing one's religious values to bear on this  



reflection, one can say with conviction that God was working in and through that experience. 

The Lord not only provided the grace and personal strength needed to overcome the obstacle, but 

he also brought good out of a seemingly bad experience. 

As a result, the person's praise and love for the Lord far exceeds any feeling that may 

be generated by the rote recitation of a credal statement. Faith becomes a lived reality, 

internalized, and a significant motivating factor in one's decisions, attitudes, and perceptions. A 

new spirituality is thereby established which affects future responses to situations and individuals. 

The person is able to move forward with confidence and creativity, knowing that God is active 

and caring. This can be termed a continuing conversion, for religious values become increasingly 

important in decision-making processes. A true and deep-seated change of heart is occurring. 

The Hebrew Scriptures are a good example of what happens when a person, or a 

community, reflects on the past events that have occurred. It can be argued that in committing 

their knowledge and collected wisdom into first an oral and then a written tradition the Israelite 

nation was searching for an identity, which was more than simple demographic statistics. This 

tradition documented a growth in the knowledge of what it means to be human. More than that, 

however, it recorded a growth in the understanding of the proper relationship between God and 

creation, and more particularly between God and his chosen people. This understanding was 

simply and summarily reflected in the fundamental statement that "I will be your God and you 

shall be my people" (Jer. 31:33). 

Furthermore, God became more than a word or an abstract concept. God became 

something to which the people could relate. God became Creator, liberator, protector, king, 

lover, guardian, judge, and father. It was only when standardization, minimalism, and legalism  



took the place of creative reflection that the covenantal relationship between God and his chosen 

people became lost in a concern for doing what had been deemed "right." 

The parallel to today's man and woman is obvious. When one loses a childlike 

questioning of who God is and what that means to his or her life, then one is more concerned 

with oneself and with making certain that all the "squares are filled." One then asks in unison 

with the rich, young man (Lk. 10:25), "What must I do to inherit everlasting life?" 

That childlike questioning is precisely the issue addressed by the formulation of one's life 

story and the connection of that story with the God story. Scripture is the basis for the latter 

story. The length, breadth, and depth of one's identity provide the raw material for the former 

story. A spirituality is the intersection of these two stories. In addition, secular stories, no matter 

what their origin, can serve as a catalyst, encouraging reflection on one's actions and challenging 

the adequacy of the repetition of those actions in the future. 

It is with this background in mind that the three sessions of the Time-Line Series were 

developed. Three broad objectives were identified, one of which is addressed during each 

session. These are to view story as a means of understanding oneself, to use story as a means 

of healing the memories which limit a person, and to harness the power of story as a means of 

continuing conversion and personal growth. 

Each of the three sessions is discussed in the following three sections of this report. 

 



3. SESSION I OF THE TIME-LINE SERIES 

DEVELOPING ONE'S LIFE STORY 

The objectives of the first session are to develop the concept of story as presented in the 

previous section and to introduce the tools which the participants can use to become acquainted 

with their self-identity. Two tools are discussed in order to facilitate this process of coming to 

a knowledge of their length, breadth, and depth. These are the Time-Line graph and The Portrait. 

The concepts of story in general, as presented in the preceding section, are brought out 

in an open discussion among all the members of the group. Their favorite types and forms of 

story are solicited, and they are invited to reflect on how they tell something about the person 

himself or herself. Reactions to this concept are solicited. This exercise serves two purposes. 

First, it is an ice-breaker, especially if some of the members of the group have never thought of 

their TV program choices in this light before. Second, it is an introduction to the use of story 

as a means of coming to know more about oneself, one's relationships with others, and one's 

perspective of life. Letting the participants see this for themselves in a simple exercise eases the 

task of encouraging them to begin the longer process involved in the Time-Line and Portrait 

exercises. Quickly obtained results provide encouragement and incentive for the longer exercises 

being asked of them. 

The centerpiece of the first session is the Time-Line tool. Its form is shown in figure 1 

and the worksheet used to generate the data to be transferred to the Time-Line chart is shown 

in reduced form in figure 2.  
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Figure 1. The Time-Line Chart 
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Figure 2. The Time-Line Chart Worksheet 
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The participants are asked to first select a period of time which they want to chart on the 

Time-Line graph. It is recommended that the length chosen be the last 5 or 10 years, although 

any period may be selected. However, if the period is too short, then there is the danger that 

insufficient time for any integration of previous experiences has elapsed or that a sufficiently 

broad spectrum of experiences will not be present. If the period is too long, then the task can 

become over-burdening and intimidating, especially when one first begins to work with this 

instrument. Furthermore, sufficient detail regarding experiences occurring very early in long time 

periods may not be able to be recalled. 

Each person is then asked to appropriately label the marks on the horizontal axis of the 

Time-Line graph so that the chosen period of time stretches the length of this axis. Each person 

is to record on the worksheet the experiences that come to mind which occurred during the 

chosen period of time. Brief notations are encouraged; simply enough to identify for the 

individual the event being entered. The approximate date of the occurrence is noted in the 

middle column. 

The right-hand column 1s used to record the person's present reaction to the memory of 

that experience. It is emphasized that this last entry reflects the present feeling about the 

experience, not the response that was felt at the time of the happening. This present response 

is to be entered as a number between plus nine and minus nine. The positive numbers indicate 

that the person feels good about the experience, and the negative numbers reflect a mood of 

negativism about the event. In either case, the closer the number is to nine, the stronger the 

emotion associated with the memory of the event. The closer the number is to zero, the more 

neutral is the person's reaction to the memory of the experience.  



After approximately 15 minutes each person is asked to transfer the data on the worksheet 

to the Time-Line graph itself. Each identified experience is entered as a point on the chart. The 

coordinates of the point are the date and the magnitude of the response to the memory of the 

event. Each point is labeled with a brief notation identifying the experience it represents. 

The participants are then led in a discussion about the Time-Line graph. Specific 

information about each person's experiences is not solicited. After pointing out that the 

conditions under which they have filled out the chart are somewhat artificial since they were 

working under a time constraint, several general questions are asked. What is the number of 

positive points? What is the number of negative points? Are there more positive or more 

negative points in the last quarter of the time period? What is the ratio of the number of positive 

points to the number of negative points in the first quarter of the selected period? Are there 

clusters of negative points during any period of time, and is that period almost devoid of any 

positive points? 

Questions such as these lead to several observations, which are brought out and explored 

by the group as a whole. For example, for the members of this group those negative experiences 

which were located earlier in the period chosen for reflection were now associated with values 

that were either positive or nearly neutral. Either time had healed the wound or else the lessons . 

learned from the experience had been integrated into the personality and character of the 

individual. Many of the more recent experiences still carried a negative emotional value and 

were a source of worry, concern, and anxiety. 

It was found that only one participant had a generally negative chart. In the ensuing 

voluntary sharing it was brought out that the individual was not able to let a problem rest, no  



matter what the source or content. There was constant negativism regarding the future and the 

outcome of present circumstances. Furthermore, this person's practice of prayer was almost 

totally limited to Sunday Mass and family-centered prayer. There was hardly any individual 

prayer. Personal religious faith and trust were not being consistently explored. Although there 

was an active life of service to the Church, it was more intellectual rather than heart-centered. 

The concept of the disclosure situation (Krieg, Story-Shaped, pp. 72-77) is introduced 

during the discussion following the Time-Line exercise. The disclosure situation is an experience 

which, when seen in retrospect, is a key element or turning point in the life of the individual. 

During the time of reflection on the experience one discovers something significant about himself 

or herself and about God's activity in his or her life. This is called the moment of disclosure or 

a disclosure moment. 

The disclosure situation is almost always initiated by an external stimulus, such as a major 

crisis or significant disappointment in one's life. Examples include the death of a loved one or 

the loss of a job. The calm and tranquility in a person's life are largely destroyed. It follows 

that an inconsistency in one's established view of life and the world must be integrated into the 

previously held belief structure. 

Three steps are involved in a moment of disclosure. First, the person collects and collates 

all the experiential data. This involves the who, what, where, when, and how of the situation. 

It occurs during a time of reflection, irrespective of whether that time is deliberate, as in prayer, 

or accidental, as in waiting for some prescribed action to occur in the normal course of events. 

Examples of the latter are sitting in the waiting area adjacent to a hospital's emergency room, or 

praying before the funeral services for a loved one are to begin. Quite often, more than one  



period of reflection is involved in the process of uncovering all the details associated with an 

event or series of related events. 

In the second step a pattern is discerned in this material. Depending upon the person's 

religious perspective God's grace, God's will, and his or her understanding of humanity's ultimate 

destiny in God's plan will also become a part of the reflection process. Either the event will be 

seen as part of the integrated whole, or else the event will stand in isolation, in which case it will 

remain partially resolved or subconsciously suppressed. If it is to be successfully integrated into 

an individual's life, it must be accepted and perceived creatively in light of subsequent life 

experiences and the overarching purpose of God's plan for creation. Grace, prayer, and 

discernment are required, as well as an openness to possibilities and the ability to view life as 

a continuum of dyings and risings. 

The third step is the discovery of an insight into one's person and life. What is seen is 

more than meets the eye at first glance. Layers of external circumstance are peeled back, as 

well as layers of personal defense mechanisms. Something that was not realized before is now 

apparent. Some hidden characteristic is discovered, and the knowledge of it will be useful in 

coping with future experiences and crises. In an analogy to the three-dimensional world, a depth 

dimension has been added to a flat perspective. 

What is discovered may be a hidden strength or a latent talent which has lain dormant 

until the moment of the crisis. It may the ability to cope in the face of an emergency, patience 

and interior quiet in the face of turmoil, or a reserve of strength to pull through the storm of the 

raging sea of a chaotic situation. In religious terms, it may be a quiet and deep-seated trust in 

a loving Father, a saving Son, or a gift-bearing Holy Spirit. What had been abstract religious  



concepts relating to God may now blossom as a Parent/child or Creator/creature relationship, just 

as real as the love relationship that can exist between two people. In any case, a new 

understanding of the self is realized. There is an increased acceptance of who one is and where 

one's strength lies. Something about God and about oneself has come to light. A secret has been 

made known, and a hidden truth has been disclosed. 

Disclosure moments are one of the powerful elements associated with telling one's life 

story. They can only come about through reflection, when the threads among many separate 

elements are woven together into a recognizable pattern. The Time-Line chart, because of its 

relation to one's life story, is a vehicle which can be useful for locating these key elements in 

one's life, and for relating them to other incidents and experiences in the individual's life. 

One other point to note is that even though disclosure situations and subsequent reflective 

disclosure moments are localized to particular points in one's story, their effects are felt 

throughout one's subsequent history. They serve to form the identity and to transform the person. 

They shape who a person is and what the person does. Hence, an understanding of oneself can 

never be complete without first discovering their occurrences and examining their implications. 

There are several examples in Sacred Scripture which exemplify what is meant by a 

disclosure situation. The experience of the Voice heard by Jesus when he was baptized by John 

was a disclosure situation. Peter, James, and John experienced a disclosure situation at the 

Transfiguration of Jesus. Those who came in contact with the risen Jesus experienced a 

disclosure situation. Saul's disclosure situation occurred when he was thrown to the ground and 

heard the voice of the ascended Jesus on the road to Damascus. 

As a matter of fact, all Sacred Scripture is a reflection on disclosure situations. Numerous  



historical events and observations are narrated. These are given a theological dimension; and 

something is learned about God, about humanity, and about humanity's relationship to God. 

The participants are given a handout (figure 3) which summarizes the major points 

regarding disclosure situations. 

During this first session a second tool, entitled The Portrait, is distributed and discussed. 

The content of The Portrait is shown in figure 4. It is taken from a reflection entitled "The 

Conclusion" in de Mello's Wellsprings (pp. 2-5). 

The intent of this reflective exercise is to develop a deeper self-understanding of who one 

is. Like the Time-Line graph it is meant to focus on the individual. However, it looks to the 

interior of the individual, rather than beginning with the experiences which the individual 

undergoes. In addition, The Portrait is more thought-provoking since it is more than the simple 

objective recording of events and one's present reaction to the memory of those events. 

For example, point 5 of the portrait focuses on the convictions by which one has lived. 

Questions that can be asked of oneself include the following. What are the principles that guide 

my life and my decisions? From where do my ethical and moral principles derive? How have 

my guiding principles changed over the years? Can they be reduced to the Two Great 

Commandments laid down by Jesus? 

In considering point 11 one centers on the influences which have shaped one's life. 

Examples of the sources of influence include other individuals, occupational and societal 

expectations, books, experiences, and television programs. What has been acquired from these 

sources, either consciously or subconsciously? Has what has been taken from these sources been 

examined critically and deliberately accepted? How has that acceptance limited one's personal  



  

  

DISCLOSURE SITUATIONS 

. The key elements or turning points in one's life 

. Generally initiated by external circumstances 

1. Perturbations, upsets, crises in life 

2. Disappointments 

. Three steps involved in a moment of disclosure 
1. Data are assembled 

2. A pattern is brought to this material 

3. Insight 1s expressed 

a. See more than meets the eye at first glance 
b. Tells something not realized before 

c. Depth dimension added to a flat perspective 

. Best understood, appreciated, accepted in telling one's story 

1. See the threads among separate elements 

a. Time-Line graph useful here 

b. Expand the localized area 

c. What is the effect today? 

2. Like seeing the tracks in the snow or sand 
. Examples 

1. Events of Jesus' childhood for Mary (Luke 2:51) 
2. Baptism by John for Jesus 

3. Transfiguration for Peter, James, John 

4. Resurrection for those encountering risen Jesus 
5. Hebrew Scriptures 

a. Series of historical events 
b. Given theological dimension 
c. Eliciting a response 

  

Figure 3. Disclosure Situations 

  
 



  

THE PORTRAIT 

The following are ideas that may serve as focus points for reflection: 

1. These things I have loved in life: 

Things 1 tasted... 

looked at... 

smelled... 

heard... 

touched... 

These experiences I have cherished... 

These ideas have brought me liberation... 

These beliefs I have outgrown... 

These convictions I have lived by... 

These are the things I have lived for... 

These insights I have gained in the school of life: 

insights into God, 

the world, 

human nature, 

Jesus Christ, 

love, 

religion, 

prayer... 

These risks I took... 

these dangers I have courted... 

These sufferings have seasoned me... 

These lessons life has taught me... 

These influences have shaped my life: 

(persons, occupations, books, events...)... 

12. These Scripture texts have lit my path... 

13. These things I regret about my life... 

14. These are my life's achievements... 

15. These persons are enshrined within my heart... 

16. These are my unfulfilled desires... 

I choose an ending for this portrait: 

a poem--my own or someone else's; 
a prayer; 

a sketch or a picture from a magazine; 

a Scripture text; 

or anything that I judge would be an apt conclusion to my reflection.     
  

Figure 4. The Portrait  



freedom of choice? Is that limitation acceptable, or should there be more awareness and 

creativity in what guides individual decisions? 

The Time-Line chart and The Portrait require time and deliberation. Neither can be 

completed in one, or even several, reflective sessions. In a sense, they should be part of an 

ongoing, life-long process of becoming more fully human. They are supplementary to each other, 

and they are to always be seen in light of each other. That is, a continual dialogue is to be 

maintained between them. 

Unlike the Time-Line graph, The Portrait is not begun during the session. A fifteen- 

minute period would not do justice to either the intent of The Portrait or to the participants. 

Instead, the members of the group are encouraged to begin work on The Portrait between the first 

and second sessions. It is loosely referred to as their homework. They will be asked to comment 

on their reaction to the idea and practice of such an exercise. Their suggestions for additional 

areas of reflection will be solicited. 

The members of the group are asked to focus in particular on point 11 of The Portrait. 

In reflecting on the influences that shape their life they should ask two questions. How much 

baggage do I carry with me, and whose is it? How does that baggage hinder my authenticity of 

personhood? "Baggage" in this case refers to the values, habits, behavioral patterns, and other 

decision-making contributors which one acquires from others and from experience either by 

choice or by chance. 

The participants are encouraged to also continue working on the Time-Line chart, adding 

more experiences and reactions to the memory of those experiences. They are to be watchful for  



the disclosure situations that may surface. In addition, they are to pick out one or two hurtful 

memories that appear. These are easily seen as significantly negative-valued points on the chart. 

They stem from experiences that have not been completely integrated into their identity, and they 

result in fragmentation and unauthentic behavior. 

Conversely, and as a balance, they are to reflect on one or two experiences which have 

points above the neutral line on the Time-Line chart. The original event may have had negative 

connotations at the time which it occurred. It may even have had a high negative value if the 

Time-Line exercise had been pursued shortly after the happening. However, its positive value 

indicates that it has been integrated into the person's total life, perspective, and attitude. 

For both the positive and negative choices the participants are to recall the circumstances 

surrounding the event. They are to relive the event as deeply as possible. Who was involved? 

What happened? Why did they react the way they did? 

An important question to begin to answer is why the negative-valued experience is still 

bothering the person. What do they wish they could change? What can be changed? Finally, 

and equally important for their spiritual life, where do they see God in this experience and this 

memory? This last question can reveal much about their image of God and their idea of a 

relationship between themselves and God. 

 



4. SESSION II OF THE TIME-LINE SERIES 

INTEGRATING THE PAST 

The focus of the second session of the series is the concept of integrating one's past into 

his or her identity. It begins with the question of whether or not one enjoys life. This does not 

merely refer to having a good time most of the time, but rather whether or not one is crippled 

by doubts, concerns, or painful memories. By enjoying life is meant being comfortable with 

one's identity, with what one does, and with the decisions that one makes. If one truly has a 

measure of control over how he or she decides and acts, then there is enjoyment of life. 

Conversely, if one is besieged by doubts, limited in the number of options available in 

response to the expectations of others, or constantly focusing on the memory of past events, then 

he or she cannot in all honesty say that life is an enjoyable experience. That person dreads 

facing a new day, for it will be much like the previous day. There is limited freedom to pursue 

that which interests him or her, for he or she is busy about the life and decisions of someone 

else. That life is one defined by the desires of others or circumscribed by the doubts and pain 

of the past. 

A measure of how much one is driven by one's history is the number of points located 

below the neutral line on the Time-Line chart. Another indicator is the magnitude of the negative 

value associated with these points. The greater the number of such points and the more negative 

the value associated with the memories they engender, then the greater is the amount of 

fragmentation that exists within the person.  



As pointed out earlier, those events that are characterized by positive values on the Time- 

Line graph have been integrated into and accepted by the person. They are interiorized, and 

one's perspective and attitude have been adjusted to account for their happening. The original 

event may have been traumatic and may have involved a considerable amount of emotional pain 

and psychic energy. However, the effort to work through it and accept it has been understood 

as worth the cost in the light of the subsequent good that is perceived. 

The points below the neutral line represent experiences that have not been well integrated. 

Nevertheless, they are either conscious or subconscious motivators affecting one's emotions and 

the decisions that the person makes. Since they have not been integrated into the overall fabric 

of the person's life, they can be understood as causing a fragmentation within the person. They 

limit freedom of choice and decision, and they result in behavior patterns that are not totally 

understood nor desired. As St. Paul has said, "I do, not the good I will to do, but the evil I do 

not intend" (Rom. 7:19). 

Another means for determining the amount of restrictedness that exists in a person's life 

is the practice of the Ignatian exercise called the examination of consciousness. Each night the 

following questions are asked about the day's activities. Were the responses to experiences 

measured, carefully calculated, or habitual? Were they limited by preconceived notions, 

presuppositions, peer pressure, or patterns? Were they inherited from culture, family training, 

or past experiences? Was the response to an unexpected interruption accompanied by a sense 

of impatience or withdrawal? Was a verbal response curt and lacking charity? Was the 

experience not seen as an opportunity or challenge for growth? Were resources for a response 

sought only from within the self, rather than looking outward and especially drawing upon the  



sustaining presence and freely-offered gifts of the Holy Spirit? 

If many of these questions result in a positive response, then one needs to begin to 

explore the reason for his or her behavior. A restricted range of options for action may indicate 

a deep-seated fear and a reluctance to be creative, both of which may be the result of past 

experiences and learning. 

The negative-valued memories, their resulting fragmentation, and their affect on one's 

decision-making processes can be called the "baggage" which one carries within oneself. They 

make demands and modify behavior in ways that have not been completely examined and either 

consciously interiorized or deliberately discarded. Decision and action are not free. The tragedy 

is that quite often one is unaware of the driving force behind his or her behavior. 

There are several symptoms which point to the presence of personal fragmentation. An 

example which demonstrates them is a situation that has been the focus of many TV family 

shows. It is the reaction of the father to the news that his daughter is going out with a young 

man who wears shabby clothing, has long hair, and sports an earring. The exaggerated shock 

apparent on the father's face is the subject of a camera close-up and the cause of laughter in the 

audience. 

The first symptom is that the patterned response is not suited to the circumstances. The 

father's reaction to his daughter's suitor is not based on any action of the young man. He is 

simply the innocent victim of a society which is comfortable only when everything is neatly 

categorized and properly labeled. 

In addition, the response to a particular set of circumstances is not consistent with one's 

usual behavior pattern. The father generally may be interested in other people, especially those  



to whom he has recently been introduced. He may treat them cordially and be a perfect host 

provided that their mode of dress meets his subconscious standards. These standards may arise 

from his professional career, the "uniform" of which may be a three-piece suit. 

A third symptom of fragmentation is the verbal or mental wish that one had not fallen 

into the same trap or habitual way of acting. However, when confronted with similar situations 

the person responds in exactly the same way. 

Examination of the Time-Line graph is suggested as an exercise between the first and 

second sessions. What negative-valued memories are found there? From what experiences do 

they evolve? In what ways do their presence inhibit one's freedom of action, one's living and 

responding as an authentic person? For example, does the fact that a friendship was once 

betrayed by the disclosure of a secret now prevent the formation of deep relationships? Is there 

an inhibition to share one's experiences with another, even when it is felt that what is told will 

be of benefit to the other person? 

The preceding discussion and the "homework" are designed to draw upon the experience 

of the participants. That it was effective for the group involved in this project was evident from 

the comments describing their experiences in working with the Time-Line chart between the first 

and second sessions. Many of the following points were anticipated and exemplified in personal 

stories in the group's dialogue during the session. 

The memory associated with a negative-valued point on the Time-Line graph can be 

called painful. It must first be pointed out that "painful" in this instance is not used solely in the 

restricted sense of physical ache or hurt. It is broader in application, extending to emotional and 

intellectual discomfort or uneasiness. It is dis-ease with an element of one's identity. More than  



simply referring to a grievous hurt inflicted by another or the scars left by a traumatic physical 

experience, it also applies to anything which limits one's response to a given set of circumstances, 

or which limits one's perspective or attitude toward oneself, toward life, or toward God. 

Painful memories derive from a partially resolved negative experience or learning. In 

many cases the individual has consciously chosen to ignore or suppress any reference to the 

experience or to its memory. They originate with a specific incident which can be easily 

identified. An example is an angry confrontation with another which has never been resolved, 

and which has resulted in a cold silence and deliberate avoidance of any contact with the person. 

A second source of painful memories is familial or cultural learning. This is often 

unconsciously transmitted by nonverbal actions or careless comments. Examples include racism, 

sexism, political ideology, and religious bigotry. The father in the television program may be 

reacting to training either at home or among his peers. He does not see the young man as a 

person, but as a stereotype (e.g., motorcycle gang member, flower child). 

One element that is characteristic of painful memories is unforgiveness. One is 

unforgiving of oneself, wishing that he or she had been more patient, less prone to anger, or 

generally different in some way. There is a strong element of guilt present which causes further 

fragmentation and makes more difficult the acceptance of who one is. More often one is 

unforgiving or critical of others, either for a real or imagined wrong committed against oneself’ 

A third type is unforgiveness of God. This often results from the sudden loss of a loved one, 

especially a young child. The question is asked, "How could a loving God let this happen?" 

This last situation is all the more serious due to the fact that the person has cut off 

himself or herself from the source of support which is most needed. An element of faith in a  



God who cares for each person is required for the successful resolution and integration of any 

painful experience. However, openness to prayer and to trust in God is not possible for one who 

blames God for some happening and cannot forgive God. The person is then severely restricted 

since he or she can only rely on human resources for coping with the trials and crises of life. 

Irrespective of which type of unforgiveness is operative in a given painful memory, the 

freeing of oneself from its hold is a process requiring openness, understanding, and hope. The 

first step is to look for patterns of behavior which may stem from a root memory. It is not 

necessary to consciously and deliberately strive to uncover this memory. It will quite often 

discover itself with time, patience, and reflection. These must be accompanied by prayer and the 

faith that God is making all things work for the good of the person (Rom 8:28). 

Finding the patterns is done by looking over the activities of the day, recalling the events 

that occurred and the responses to those events, whether in thought, word, or action. This is the 

examination of consciousness with a slightly different objective. To do this a person only needs 

to follow a simple procedure of remembering and reflecting. One must first find a quiet time 

and place. In that sacred moment and space one then spends five minutes reviewing the day, 

jotting down brief notes if desired. This is followed by five minutes of reflection, focusing on 

that which seems to stand out or possess a special importance in the life of that day. Connecting 

the present day with previous days helps to discern whether or not there is a pattern. 

Examination of the pattern and the circumstances triggering a response consistent with the pattern 

will eventually lead to the root memory. Forming one's life story through the use of the Time- 

Line graph is helpful in this process. 

This process of daily dialogue is modeled on Lonergan's four-step procedure of  



experiencing or attending, understanding, judging, and responding or deciding (Method, pp. 13- 

20). The data are first gathered. Who is involved? What happened? 

One then attempts to gain an understanding or insight into the sequence of events. Why 

did the particular reaction occur? Out of what perspective and attitude did one act? What did 

the situation look like from the point of view of other individuals involved? 

The person then brings together the operative principles, values, and morals which apply 

to the particular incident. What are the applicable principles? Was the response in harmony with 

these principles? 

Finally, in light of the judgment thus formulated one then decides on a course of action 

to rectify any damage that may have been done to the relationships with oneself, with others, and 

with God. Furthermore, a conscious decision is made to apply what one has discovered to 

similar incidents which may occur in the future. 

In the experience which eventually leads to a painful memory, one or more of these four 

steps is not operative. The person may react without understanding or thinking, operating out 

of a habitual mode of behavior. In a second case, the person may refuse to reflect on the events 

and to adjust his or her response or behavior accordingly. More serious than this, the person may 

reflect and come to the conclusion that the response was inappropriate for the particular set of 

circumstances and then refuse to act to heal the wound. The reason for the refusal may stem 

from pride and being unwilling to admit that a human mistake was made. In any case, something 

in that individual's past is blocking the creativity needed to respond and adapt to changing 

conditions and perceptions. 

The person may be unaware of the inappropriateness of his or her actions. Indeed, it can  



only be understood through awareness of oneself, which is gained through practice and a 

perspective that comes with temporal distance and reflection. This is the advantage of combining 

the two activities of daily reflection and the development of one's life story. These two activities 

constitute a short-term and a long-term study of oneself, respectively, leading to the establishment 

of an authentic self-identity and the increased possibility of moving towards the fulfillment of 

one's potential and ultimate destiny. 

A summary of this development is found in figure 5, which is part of the handout material 

provided in this second session. Based on this understanding of what a painful memory is, a 

seven-point process of the healing of memories is formulated (figure 6, also a handout). One 

must first revisit the past and define his or her life story as carefully as possible. This is to be 

done without judgment of oneself or others. It is the objective gathering of the data, much like 

a reporter putting together a news story. The Time-Line chart can be the fundamental tool used 

to record the results of this attending. 

Once the pieces have been brought into place, and this can be an extensive process in its 

own right, one then views the entire mosaic with the purpose of owning the story that is thus 

generated. This involves giving oneself the total acceptance of what has happened and who one 

has become. This establishes the length and breadth, and by implication the depth, of one's 

identity. He or she must make friends with both the light and the dark sides of the self. It 

should be noted that this step is very crucial and extremely difficult, especially if one is 

unforgiving of oneself. 

This self-acceptance is made easier if one believes that God accepts who the person is and 

what the person has done. He or she can then not do any less. Julian of Norwich (Showings,  



  

  

Breaking Loose from the Hold of a Painful Memory 

1. Look for patterns of behavior stemming from a root memory 

1. Find a quiet time and a quiet place 

2. Take 5 minutes to remember 

. Jot down brief notes, if this helps 

. Take 5 minutes to reflect 

. When reflecting, stick with that which has especial import 
. Connect the present day with previous days 

See if there is a pattern present 

2. One model: the four steps according to Lonergan 
A. Experiencing 

a. Gather the data 
b. Who is involved? 

c. What happened? 
B. Understanding 

1. Why did I react the way that I did? 

2. What was my perspective? 

3. Try to see the situation from the other's point of view 
C. Judging 

1. Did the situation warrant my response? 

2. Is that response still valid today? 

3. What are the applicable ethical, moral, spiritual principles? 
D. Responding 

1. Acting in accord with the decision based on the judgments 

3. Application of these four points to painful memories 

A. One or more of the steps not operative 

1. React without understanding or thinking 
2. Refuse to reflect and adjust accordingly 

3. Reflect and refuse to adjust 

B. Something in our past blocks creativity in responding and adapting 

C. Perspective only comes with temporal distance and reflection 
D. Time Line plays a part in seeing the bigger picture 

  

Figure 5. Breaking Loose from the Hold of a Painful Memory    



  

  

The Healing of Memories 
- Or - 

Coming to Celebrate All My Life 

. Face the past and define your life story 

Without judgment of self or others 

This is what happened, and this is the part | played in what happened 
. Own the story 

Give yourself the total acceptance that God gives you 
Make friends with the shadow side of yourself 

. Connect with the God story 
Find God in the everyday 
Discover where God has worked in your life in the past 

. Pray for the healing of memories 
Which memory does God want to heal? 

. Share the story 
With whom? 

Spiritual director or companion 
Good friend or confidante 
Confessor: Sacrament of Reconciliation 

Why? 

Retelling the story may uncover new insights 
Brings in a sense of continuity and integration 

. Forgive the cause of the hurt--unconditionally 
This is the crucial step, and the one most filled with risk 
Christ makes no qualifications about forgiveness 

"Forgive seven times seventy times" (Mt. 18:22) 
Think of the father's welcome of the prodigal son (Lk. 15:11-32) 

Or of his going out to the bitter, older son 
One caution 

As we forgive and blame another less for hurting us-- 
We tend to blame ourselves more for overreacting-- 
Or being easily hurt, or failing to help those who hurt us 

7. Be thankful for the painful experience, the memory, and the healing 
Reflect on the gifts and growth that have evolved as a result of its presence 
How many of our most important gifts developed dramatically 

During times of crisis, stress, disappointment, abandonment 
Through them we have become a new creation 
Look upon yourself with pride 

If we are thankful, we are not controlled by the anger, hatred, resentment, or grief 

  

Figure 6. The Healing of Memories: The Process 

Sas    



p. 259) has written that "we are sinners and commit many evil deeds which we ought to forsake, 

and leave many good deeds undone which we ought to do . . . . Despite all this, I saw truly that 

our Lord was never angry, and never will be." 

In addition, the individual must connect his or her story with the God story. However, 

the God story is not to be sought only in the Sacred Scriptures or in the Tradition of the Church. 

God is to be found in one's everyday activities. The daily practice of five minutes of 

remembering and five minutes of reflection can enable one to see where God has been at work. 

The life story and the disclosure situations it contains can help one to discover where God has 

been active throughout one's life. 

This act of connection emphasizes a significant point implied in this process. God's grace 

is necessary for its successful accomplishment. One cannot rely simply on one's own human 

resources. One's spirituality, the fourth dimension of one's identity, is an important factor if one 

is to connect his or her life story to the God story and believe that God's grace is always present 

and active. The person must come to see his or her relationship with God and become aware of 

the image of God which results from and leads to that relationship. That image should conform 

closely to the one suggested by Jesus in the parables of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:29-37) and 

the Prodigal Son (Lk. 15:11-32). In both parables the protagonist is portrayed as loving the 

downtrodden, lowly person, looking beyond cultural assumptions and the actions of the person. 

In need and hurt there is loving acceptance and caring. 

Associated with the person's spirituality is the fourth point regarding the healing of 

memories. The individual must continually pray for the grace of healing. As stated previously, 

one cannot simply rely on one's own resources to accomplish the healing. There must be grace  



working through nature. Furthermore, the prayer should be directed toward the ability to discern 

which memory God wants to heal. This requires trust, openness, and patience. That memory 

which needs to be healed at the present time will be found in God's all-encompassing wisdom. 

That is why it is suggested that in the daily period of reflection one should focus on that which 

seems to be of special importance, that which seems to stand out as a significant item of the day. 

Relating this to previous days' reflections will eventually lead back to a root memory; and that 

is exactly what the Lord wishes to heal for that is where the greatest good will be gained for the 

individual. 

Another element in the process of healing a memory is to share the story with another. 

This is most comfortably done with an empathic listener, whether that person is a spiritual 

director or companion, a good friend or confidant, or a confessor in the sacrament of 

reconciliation. 

Why is this helpful? The answer is the same as the reason why those who are troubled 

consult a psychiatrist. There is a sense of support when one unburdens oneself on a sympathetic 

and caring person. Moreover, the retelling of the story may uncover new insights. In addition, 

the comments or suggestions offered by the listener may widen one's horizon and bring a new 

perspective to the event generating the painful memory. 

Also, the retelling helps to establish a sense of continuity and integrity within one's life. 

The damaging experience is no longer seen in isolation. It is brought into its proper context as 

one of a sequence of preceding and following events. The incident behind the painful memory 

is put into a more proper perspective as a result. 

The concept of forgiveness and reconciliation is the sixth point of the process. There is  



the reconciliation within oneself, for a source of personal fragmentation has been eliminated when 

a painful memory is integrated into one's life structure. If unforgiveness of another is involved, 

then a social reconciliation is achieved. A broken relationship is healed, and once again 

fragmentation is reduced. A spiritual reconciliation occurs when one's relationship with God is 

restored. 

However, one must forgive the source of the hurt unconditionally, as the prodigal father 

eagerly welcomed the wandering son who had squandered half the family fortune. This is a 

crucial step, and it is one that is highly charged with emotion and risk. Faith is required, as well 

as a deep spirituality which responds to Jesus' demand that a person must forgive seven times 

seventy times (Mt. 18:22). 

The last element of the process is to be grateful for the painful experience, the memory, 

and the healing. For what can one be thankful? One need only reflect on the gifts and growth 

that have resulted from the experience and from the process of healing its memory. Many 

important gifts develop dramatically during times of crisis, stress, disappointment, and 

abandonment. It is in these times that a person becomes a new creation. Humans grow through 

pain and effort. Inner calm and physical comfort only result in the desire to maintain one's 

present state. 

When a memory has been healed, several consequences follow. One data point 

corresponding to the experience on the Time-Line graph moves from a negative position to a 

positive, or at least neutral, position. In addition, a new data point which represents the fact that 

a healing has taken place is added. This is entered on the chart with a positive value. 

More significant than either of these is the fact that the healing may be a moment of  



disclosure. What has been learned about oneself? How has God been active in the experience 

and in the healing process? What mechanisms or strategies for action have been uncovered and 

integrated into one's behavior patterns, which may be of value in future healing processes; or in 

avoiding an opportunity for fragmentation in the first place? These all add to the identity of the 

person. They are gifts for which one can be thankful, gifts which resulted from the original 

painful experience. 

The reference to positive-valued experiences leads to one final point. It is profitable and 

necessary to reflect on the positive data points in one's Time-Line graph as well. Dealing only 

with the negative aspects of one's life tends to instill a lack of confidence in oneself and one's 

identity. A balance must be maintained. There are several questions which can be asked. What 

is there in these experiences which make their memories positive? What were the circumstances, 

the actions, and the results? Why does one feel good about them, and how can their lessons be 

applied in present and future experiences and relationships? 

Finally, where was God in these experiences? Finding that God has always been present 

encourages and strengthens one to begin and continue the process of healing memories. 

 



S. SESSION III OF THE TIME-LINE SERIES 

CONTINUING CONVERSION 

The focus of the third session of the series is the concept of continuing conversion. It 

begins with a reading of and reflection on the parable of the seed sown in four different types 

of soil (Mt. 13:3-23). What is the seed? It is the Kingdom of God sown by the words and 

actions of Jesus. The rule of the Kingdom is the command to radically love: love God with the 

totality of heart, mind, soul, and body; love one's neighbor as oneself; love one's enemies. 

Each person present at the session is fertile soil, for the seed has been taken to heart. 

However, the soil that is each person is characterized by varying degrees of fertility among them. 

The magnitude of a person's yield, whether thirtyfold, sixtyfold, or even more is never truly 

known. However, what is more certain is that within each person the degree of fertility varies 

during different times and circumstances of life. This is evidenced by the depth of selfless love 

that the person demonstrates at a particular time. Even the most loving individual experiences 

times of self-centeredness, pride, unjustified anger, or possessiveness. That is the nature of being 

a creature. Such times may be the result of simply reacting to circumstances without proper 

reflection or awareness. They are also due to the physical nature of being human: tiredness, 

poor health, and the spontaneity of one's emotions. 

One description of continuing conversion then follows. It is a conscious attempt to reduce 

the number of times that one reacts in an unloving manner toward oneself, toward another, or 

toward God. It is the process of awareness and the conscious attempt to creatively respond in  



a loving manner. Both the daily ten-minute reflection exercise and the Time-Line chart can serve 

as tools in the process of continuing conversion. 

An exploration of the soil is the chosen starting point for the session. Each individual 

is fundamentally a good person, fertile soil in which the seed has been sown. This is due to the 

fact that each person has been created and is sustained by an all-good, continually loving God. 

Each individual attempts to do the best of which he or she is capable, given the historicity and 

the continuous becoming that is the nature of being a creature. However, each one falls short 

of the ideal at times, quite often not through his or her own fault. Human weakness and the 

nature of creatureness are basic limiting factors. Human beings can never be perfect, but they 

are endlessly improvable. 

Each person is prone to subjectivity. He or she operates out of a particular and ever- 

changing perspective, satisfying likes, avoiding that which is disliked, moving in the direction 

of personal preferences, and reacting to numerous emotions. This is all carried out within limited 

horizons, and it is constrained by immediately pressing concerns and the tensions of daily living. 

One's options for action are defined by the amount of education one has had, by the totality of 

one's experiences, and by the reality that one cannot know all that is involved in a given set of 

circumstances. This last is particularly true if other individuals are involved in the situation. 

Another limitation of being human is that a person responds to a situation in accordance 

with a set pattern, or habit. If awareness and creativity are not consciously practiced, a person 

will react in a learned, predictable manner. Anyone will initially try once more what has worked 

before, whether or not the response is truly appropriate to the current circumstances. If the 

chosen response works, then the individual will accept the consequences and move on. If it does  



not work, minor modifications will successively be made to the unsuccessful course of action 

until either success is achieved or the person is forced to retreat. He or she will then either 

creatively develop an entirely new course of action or shrink from the situation as much as 

possible. 

Still another contributor to the fact that individuals fall short of some ideal is the presence 

of apparently competing operative norms and principles. This is especially true when there is 

a choice between two or more good things (rather than good vs. evil), or when moderate and 

legitimate self-interest conflicts with other-centered interest. Each individual situation must be 

evaluated on its own merits, possibly using the paradigm of attending, understanding, judging, 

and responding introduced in the second session in connection with the process of the healing 

of memories. The person must eventually choose a course of action based on a consistent set 

of criteria, which set is itself subjectively derived. 

Thus, each life is like a journey or an unfolding story, wherein the person is becoming 

something which he or she is not now. The person is ever-experiencing, ever-learning from the 

results of responding to experiences, and always trying to discover new ways of coping and 

responding. Therefore, it is good, indeed necessary, to periodically stand back and take stock 

of where one has been, who one is, and where one is going, given the perceived reality of the 

first two. There is a need to integrate the new pieces that are evolving and to rearrange the old 

interpretations in the light of present understandings. The Time-Line graph and The Portrait are 

useful tools to guide this process of taking stock. The motivation is the challenge to be more 

authentic and human. It is a call to continuing conversion. 

In addition, Christians are challenged by Jesus to not rest but to creatively find new  



avenues of loving response. His life and message set the tone for what the Christian life implies. 

His conversation with the official who asked what he must do to inherit eternal life is worth 

reflection in this context (Lk. 18:18-22). The man had observed all the commandments; what 

more must he do? Jesus' response to sell all and distribute the proceeds to the poor and then to 

follow him shows that there is always more that a person can do. True discipleship is open- 

ended. 

In this story Jesus is not asking for the renunciation of money or possessions. He is 

asking for an increase in one's love and concern for others, to the extent that eventually a person 

offers all that he or she is and has. This is the on-going process of continual conversion. It is 

the work of increasing the fertility of one's soil in order to yield more than the present thirtyfold 

or sixtyfold. It is also the effort to maintain that yield for increasingly greater periods of time, 

such that the occurrences of unloving responses appear less and less frequently. 

How can the process of conversion be described? First, it is a personal change affecting 

four areas of life. These include the emotions (e.g., attitudes, perspectives, heart-centered 

feelings), the personal values which illuminate one's judgments, the intellectual processes and 

understandings by which judgments are made, and the religious dimension. These four elements 

are each individually and interactively modified in some way. 

Conversion results in a change that is somewhat permanent, resulting in a consistent 

pattern of behavior and outlook in one's life which is a modification and an outgrowth of the 

perspectives and patterns associated with one's earlier stages of life. That is, the change is 

generally a gradual transformation, maintaining the continuity of the person's life, for the new 

way of living must flow from the previous mode if the person is to retain a continuum of his or  



her identity. 

It should be noted that even though the change has been described as permanent, there 

is the constant danger of returning to earlier, familiar, and more comfortable habits. Awareness 

1s needed to minimize the possibility of falling back. It is especially crucial if the new way of 

life runs counter to the social and cultural milieu in which the person lives or works. 

This fragile permanence points to the fact that conversion is a process. It is a continual 

and on-going transformation which flows from who the person is at the present time to who the 

person can be if he or she fulfills his or her potential for full and authentic human living. 

In addition, itis a process that is self-feeding. The recognition of gradual transformations 

which bring one closer to some ideal or model which has been identified engenders a confidence 

that one can meet the challenge and overcome the obstacles. Reflection on the progress that has 

been made will reveal the activity of God in the work of conversion. Seeing the mercy and 

sustenance of a loving God will further the desire to be more like God as reflected in the person 

of Jesus Christ. 

The fact that continuing conversion is a process should reduce a fear that may arise as 

one embarks on this journey of conversion. Since it involves a gradual transformation, flowing 

from who one is now, it does not result in an abrupt, or even gradual, destruction of the self. 

It is true that there are spiritual dyings and risings, but one dies to only the negative baggage, 

fragmentation, and painful memories which had previously bound the person. Conversion leads 

to creativity and freedom in responding to new experiences, for it is a widening of one's horizons. 

What is required of the person who travels the path of permanent, personal 

transformation? The first and foremost need is for God's grace. Yet this is always freely given  



and present to each person. As a complement to this ever-given gift, the person must continually 

pray for God's help. This is not in the sense that God does not know what the person needs, but 

that he or she must call to mind one's dependence on God. This dependence is just as real in 

conversion as it is in the healing of painful memories. 

Other attitudes that the person needs are humility to recognize and admit that there are 

areas in his or her life needing modification, openness to, and willingness to accept, the 

possibility and pain associated with achieving those modifications; and trust that one's prayers 

will be answered. There are two aspects to this trust. First, the person believes that God will 

provide that which he or she truly needs. The other aspect is that God will provide the strength 

needed to accept an answer that does not fully meet the expectations of the prayer. This is all 

the more true when it appears that God is not even listening to the request. 

One must also have a spirit of self-acceptance that matches the acceptance that God has 

for the individual even when the journey of continuing conversion does not seem to be 

progressing uniformly forward, or even gives the impression of making a U-turn. This is 

necessary to avoid unforgiveness of oneself and to reduce the possibility of fragmentation. 

This description of personal transformation or conversion reveals that there is a close 

relationship between the processes of accepting and integrating one's past life (healing the 

memories) and of continuing conversion. Their commonality is rooted in the reduction of the 

fragmentation that exists in the person's life. They both address the shadow side of the 

individual. Both activities begin with the feeling of dis-ease and the spoken or silent desire, "I 

wish things were different." 

It should not be surprising then that for the process of conversion the exercises involving  



the Time-Line graph, The Portrait, and the daily period of five minutes each of remembering and 

reflection are very much like those suggested for the healing of painful memories. As a matter 

of fact, areas of life and ways of behavior which need to be changed may be closely associated 

with or led to experiences that have resulted in painful memories. If in fact such negative-valued 

experiences involve unforgiveness of some type, and if continuing conversion is growing in the 

virtue of love, then the two aspects of past and future response patterns are closely linked. They 

intersect in the present moment. 

Given this understanding, one once again approaches the Time-Line chart with the four 

activities of experiencing, understanding, judging, and deciding (figure 5). What behavioral 

pattern of response emerges as one in need of change? What is it that motivates or causes that 

behavioral pattern to take control? In the light of one's moral and ethical values what would be 

the appropriate replacement for that behavior pattern for future occurrences of similar 

experiences? How can that chosen pattern be best implemented such that it becomes the new 

way of living and responding? 

The daily ten-minute prayer can then be used to measure one's progress in making the 

desired mode of response an automatic reaction to the triggering stimulus. Did the situation 

arise? If so, what were the circumstances and who was involved? Was the response more in line 

with that which is desired, or was the response essentially a repeat of past behavior? In either 

case, why was the response what it was? What helped to encourage the new mode of behavior, 

or what made it easier to fall into old habits? Where was the Lord in the event? 

Finally, point 13 of The Portrait (figure 4), which addresses the things that involve a sense 

of regret, can help focus on those areas of life needing change. Examples include being short-  



tempered, being driven by crowded schedules which limit time spent with loved ones, and 

unresolved disagreements leading to alienation. There is a strong correlation between the 

behavior which leads to these regrets and experiences which are represented as negative-valued 

points on the Time-Line graph. Reflection will uncover a basic attitude or behavior pattern 

which should be modified. 

It has been pointed out that the methods for healing the memories of the past and for 

modifying one's behavior in the future are not very different. In fact, the latter flow from the 

former. The future begins with who the person is in the present, and the identity of the person 

1s determined by the sum of all the experiences, relationships, emotions, and all that is part of 

the history of that individual. Integrating all elements of the past creates a wholeness of the self 

with which the person then enters and responds to the future. 

That which has been a source of fragmentation in the past will continue to be a source 

of fragmentation in the future if nothing is done to grow beyond it. Thus, in a sense healing the 

past will reduce the need for healing in the future. Attending to what has happened, reflecting 

on the circumstances, and deciding accordingly will reduce the possibility of the occurrence of 

similar sources of pain and fragmentation in the future. 

It is a matter of perspective, and it is that depth dimension of the identity that is strongly 

affected by story. It is shown in the first session that one of the personal benefits of telling one's 

story is to revisit, reinterpret, and bring continuity to the past. Another benefit mentioned in that 

session is that knowing one's life story helps to develop a spirituality which will affect future 

responses. This is the proper work of the process of conversion. 

Bernard Lonergan (Method, pp. 130-131) has summarized the essential nature of  



conversion very well. It is "a transformation of the subject and his [or her] world. Normally it 

is a prolonged process though its explicit acknowledgment may be concentrated in a few 

momentous judgments and decisions. Still it is not just a development or even a series of 

developments. Rather it is a resultant change of course and direction. It is as if one's eyes were 

opened and one's former world faded and fell away. There emerges something new. Conversion 

is existential, intensely personal, utterly intimate. Conversion, as lived, affects all of a man's [or 

woman's] conscious and intentional operations. It directs his [or her] gaze, pervades his [or her] 

imagination, releases the symbols that penetrate to the depths of his [or her] psyche. It enriches 

his [or her] understanding, guides his [or her] judgments, reinforces his [or her] decisions." 

 



6. MODIFIED SESSIONS 

The material and key concepts of the Time-Line Series can be modified to meet the 

immediate needs of a particular group of individuals (e.g., the bereaved), or a particular time of 

the liturgical year (e.g., Easter). Three specific evenings of reflection were conducted as part of 

this project. These were an evening of reflection for an ecumenical separated and divorced peer 

support group, and parish-based evenings of reflection at the beginning of Advent and on Ash 

Wednesday. The material can be used in many other situations, some of which are described in 

chapter 9. 

THE SEPARATED AND DIVORCED PEER SUPPORT GROUP 

One area of concern for those whose marriage has failed is the healing of memories. 

Many of these memories are associated with the experiences and discoveries that eventually 

resulted in the dissolution of the home and the split of the family, with the civil proceedings 

associated with obtaining a divorce, and with the struggles that exist as the individual strives to 

regain a stable life. This healing is even more important if one or more children resulted from 

the marriage. 

The horizontal axis of the Time-Line chart extends from before the beginning of the 

dissolution of the marriage to the present. It is suggested that some of the "normal" time of the 

marriage be included in order that the person can begin to appreciate how the memory of good 

experiences can be colored by the anger and perceptions of succeeding events. This is a form 
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of fragmentation which must be avoided in order that a balance may be maintained in the tension 

that surrounds the life of the individual. 

The graph is developed in the same way that is described in chapter 3. Generally most 

of the memories focus on the events of the separation and divorce, if one has already been 

granted; but the participants are encouraged to record other events so that a truer picture of that 

time of the person's life may be more accurately reflected by the chart. It is extremely important 

that the fragile and bruised identity recognize that not everything in life is disastrous, and that 

not all the world is involved in a conspiracy against it. 

It is also important to invite the individuals to get in touch with their spiritual dimension. 

Where do they perceive God to have been during the time spanned by the chart? What was and 

is the nature of their prayer life during this period? Have they continued to find strength in their 

faith, or are they simply relying on their human and natural resources? 

During the session they are given the time to work on the chart and begin developing a 

life story. They are asked to first record those memories that come to mind almost immediately. 

As in the three-session series they are cautioned that the results of this initial exercise are only 

very preliminary. They must be supplemented by data collected after many further periods of 

remembering and reflection. 

After having worked on the exercise for a period of time they are asked to share their 

thoughts about the concept and the feelings they experienced as they proceeded to call to mind 

the memories and judge their present negative or positive value. They are to view the chart to 

determine the relative numbers of positive and negative points, the dispersion of these points, the 

value associated with each point, and the nature of the experience which the point reflects.  



Furthermore, it is pointed out that the ratio of the numbers of points above and below the neutral 

line give some indication of the relative amount of unresolved hurt and consequent fragmentation 

that exist in their lives. 

Once again it is stressed that these are results that are very much dependent upon the 

conditions under which the exercise was conducted. The purpose of the exercise and the 

discussion is merely to demonstrate the process, not to arrive at a truly valid picture of oneself. 

When one has worked at the Time-Line graph for some time a truer reflection of one's 

identity emerges. What can be realized is the way that the memories of the past have been 

modifying the behavior and limiting the freedom and creativity of the present. What fears and 

emotions now control one's present relationships? What values on the chart are assigned to 

current interactions with the former spouse? How is this reflected in the relationship of oneself 

with the children, if there are any? Can one develop a better understanding of how the 

relationship and the marriage eventually eroded? Can the responsibility for the deterioration be 

more realistically apportioned between both spouses? 

From the spiritual perspective, how has this affected one's relationship with God? How 

much has one drawn strength from God's grace? How often has one even asked for an openness 

to this ever-present grace? How can the events of one's life experiences be connected to the 

events in salvation history to draw parallels and to seek comfort and support for one's faith in 

a loving God in the presence of hurt and seeming isolation? 

These are only a sample of the questions that one can ask oneself. The content and 

number of questions depends on the individual's openness and willingness to expend the effort 

to honestly work with the tool. The objective is to revisit and reinterpret the past with the goal  



of making the future more human and loving, and to increase the probability that one will more 

fully and creatively live out his or her full potential. 

For those who have been granted a civil divorce there is another instrument which can 

be used in conjunction with the Time-Line chart. This is the extensive questionnaire that is 

submitted when one is petitioning the diocesan Tribunal for a decree of nullity for the marriage. 

In one respect it is analogous to The Portrait in that it is a textual summary of a number of 

elements that describe one's history, perceptions, and values. What were the backgrounds of the 

individuals involved in the failed marriage? What baggage did they bring to the marriage, 

baggage that had been taken on from parents, peers, culture, and the environment? How did this 

play a part in the formation and transformation of the marriage? What risks were taken to deal 

with it openly and honestly? 

As 1s the case with the extended series, this evening of reflection is meant to increase the 

awareness of the individuals to the ways in which they are being led into the future by their 

perception of the past. Itis also an attempt to sensitize them to the overarching presence of God 

in their lives, both in the good times and in the hard times, in order that they may more deeply 

personalize their relationship with God and appreciate more fully their own basic goodness. 

These points are discussed so that they may be less likely to measure all human love by the 

yardstick of the past. The true metric is the abiding and prodigal love of a God who never 

deserts them. Given such a spirituality and the Time-Line chart as a tool they can approach life 

with more freedom and a greater awareness and understanding of their own fears and 

motivations.  



AN ADVENT EVENING OF REFLECTION 

The objective of this evening of reflection is to demonstrate that Christmas is every day, 

that God continually enters into human history and into the history of the individual every 

moment of one's life. The evening begins with the concepts of story and quickly focuses on life 

story in particular. The life story is presented as a dialogue between God and the individual, the 

place where one shares a relationship with God. Several images from the Scriptures symbolize 

this concept, including the burning bush in which God's voice gave direction to Moses' life (Ex. 

3:1-4:17), Elijah's tiny whispering sound (1 Kgs. 19), the Voice coming from the heavens at the 

baptism of Jesus (Mk. 1:9-11). 

Advent is the liturgical season in which the Church recalls God's definitive in-breaking 

into human history in the person of Jesus Christ. It is a vivid reminder of the intimate 

relationship that God maintains with creation. It is a time of active expectation and waiting, of 

looking and listening. The Church in its readings and homilies uses this time to raise the 

community's awareness of a loving God working for his people and with his people. 

Thus, Advent is an ideal time to begin the practice of consciously and continually 

connecting one's life experiences with God's story and God's presence. Since it is the beginning 

of the Church's liturgical calendar, starting this practice can be a new year's resolution. The tool 

that is used is the daily practice of remembering and reflecting. The guidelines are very simple, 

and the participants are urged to keep their implementation simple and informal. 

One begins with the following prayer of offering of today and petition for tomorrow, 

which is presented on a 5" by 8" file card:  



Father in heaven, I thank you for the people, the events, the 

thoughts, and the emotions of this day. I thank you for the glad 

and the sad, for the memorable and the common. I thank you for 

bringing them together this day to work for my benefit. I offer 

them all to you as a gift of praise and thanksgiving. 

Father, I ask that tomorrow I may be more sensitive to all 

that touches me. Help me to be totally present to each person and 

to each activity. Help me to be fully alive to all your creation, and 

to see you in each moment of joy and each time of sadness. Help 

me to embrace life as the wondrous gift that it is, and to see it as 

a symbol of your promise of eternal life in your presence. 

Amen. 

The following guidelines for the practice of finding God in the everyday are given on the 

reverse of the file card: 

I. Keep the formalism to a minimum -- be free, be yourself. 

2. Maintain a modest amount of discipline, but be gentle with 

yourself. Don't become overbearing about the practice. 

3. Find a quiet time and a quiet place for your prayer. 

4. Take 5 minutes to remember some of the events of the day. 

Jot down brief notes if this is helpful. 

5. Take 5 minutes to reflect on the events of the day. Find where 

God has been in them, and try to discern what this means to you.  



When reflecting on the events stick with those which have an 

especial impact on you. 

6. As additional suggestions try the following: tie today into 

previous days; Saturday evening tie together the week; bring the 

triumphs and trials of the week to the liturgy and join them to the 

eucharistic celebration. 

7. Experiment to find what is most comfortable for you. Don't be 

afraid to be creative or to personalize this practice. Prayer is 

personal. 

It should be noted that the participants are encouraged to follow this practice during the 

season of Advent. In this way they are committing themselves to a specified period of time, and 

they can then discontinue the practice if it is not an aid to their spiritual growth. 

AN ASH WEDNESDAY EVENING OF REFLECTION 

The objective of this presentation is to affirm and build upon the innate goodness within 

the participants and encourage them to stretch what they already have in new and different ways. 

The material and key concepts focus on continuing conversion. They are taken from those in the 

third session of the Time-Line series. 

This session draws upon two images. The first is the fertile soil mentioned in the parable 

of the seed sown (Mt. 13:3-23). The second image extends the first and relates it to the 

coincidence of the liturgical season of Lent with the natural season of Spring. As one prepares  



the soil in spring for a flower or vegetable garden, so one prepares the soil of oneself during the 

lenten season for yielding a harvest in the future. The better the initial soil preparation and the 

more consistent and disciplined the on-going soil maintenance, the greater will be the yield. 

Continuing conversion is converting good soil into better soil. Using the Time-Line chart, 

The Portrait, and the daily period of remembering and reflecting, one studies the soil to see 

where the rocks and the areas of impoverishment are. Then one creatively finds new ways to 

enrich the soil. Lent is an appropriate time to develop the habit of continual study using tools 

such as the ten-minute prayer of remembering and reflecting with the objective of working 

toward continuing, deepening conversion. 

The outline in figure 7 is provided as a handout for the future reference of the 

participants. It centers on the activities of experiencing, understanding, judging, deciding, and 

acting. Several Scripture references are cited in the outline as a means of entering into a 

prayerful, reflective mood. They are also useful as example sources which the participants can 

use to begin to connect the God story to the individual's life story. 

The handout shown in figure 8 is given to the participants as a starter set of concrete 

examples of ways in which a person can become more loving to others and more in tune with 

the Great Commandment of Jesus to love. Other ideas can flow from these. One positive aspect 

of the list is that it shows that one does not need to undergo a major reorientation of oneself in 

order to accomplish one or two of the activities listed. What is required is an awareness of what 

one does and a questioning of how one can do it better. 

As is done in the Advent reflection so also in this reflection the participants are asked to 

commit themselves to the practice of this ten-minute prayer for only the season of Lent. This  



  

  

LENT IS TRADITIONALLY A TIME OF GIVING UP SOMETHING 

1. | suggest two things to give up for this season of Lent 

a. Giving up 10-15 minutes each evening for reflection 

b. Giving up the blinders that we wear 
(1) How often do we approach things with preconceived notions? 
(2) We react rather than act creatively and courageously 

(8) We follow patterns and fall into familiar responses 

(4) Reflect on the story of Blind Bartimaeus (Mk. 10:46-52) 

(a) Story of slowly coming to see things clearly 

(b) Jesus asks, "What do you want me to do for you?" 
(c) How would you answer Jesus? 

2. Here is the procedure 

a. Spend some time looking over the events of the day 

b. Focus on one or two experiences or happenings that stand out 

(1) Examples 
(a) Heated conversation 

(b) Prolonged time of frustration, impatience, or anger 
(c) Pleasant encounter or a time of joy 

(2) Relive the experience; don't simply review it from the outside 
c. Look back over the last several days; does a behavioral pattern emerge? 

d. Try to come to an understanding of why what happened, happened 

(1) Events preceding the experience under focus 
(2) Why were particular emotions felt or words said? 
(3) Try to view the situation from the other's point of view 

e. Judge whether your response was appropriate to the situation 
(1) Apply ethics, morals, guiding principles to the situation 
(2) Was the response in accord with social customs and mores? 
(3) Does the Christian ethic have anything more to say? 

(@ Focus on the life and teachings of Jesus 
(b) Pay particular attention to the parables 

i) With whom do you identify? 
ii) Two very rich parables 

a) Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:29-37) 
b) Prodigal Son (Lk. 15:11-32) 

(c) Apply the Two Great Commandments (Mt. 22:37-39) 
f. Decide whether your reaction was appropriate 

(1) If not, what can be done to right the wrong? 
(2) If so, how can you salvage the relationship? 

(@ Think in terms of growth; positive values 
(b) Think creatively, widening your horizons 

3. Store the knowledge gained for future reference (Mt. 13:52) 

  

Figure 7. Giving Up Something for Lent    



  

  

CONCRETE EXAMPLES OF ACTING OUT OF CONCERN 
FOR THE WELFARE OF OTHERS 

1. Be aware of negative judgments of others 

a. Judge acts as bad or good, not the person 
b. Probably the most frequent violation of the Commandment to Love 

2. Corporal and spiritual works of mercy 

a. Corporal (material work of mercy) 

(1) Feed the hungry 

(2) Give drink to the thirsty 

(3) Clothe the naked 

(4) Visit the imprisoned 

(5) Shelter the homeless 

(6) Visit the sick 

(7) Bury the dead 

b. Spiritual works of mercy 

(1) Correct those who need it 
(2) Teach the ignorant 

(3) Give advice to those who need it 

(4) Comfort those who suffer 

(5) Be patient with others 

(6) Forgive those who hurt you 
(7) Pray for others 

Helping a service member's family 

Write a long-overdue letter to a relative or friend 

a. Or make a long-overdue telephone call to a relative or friend 
Support parish social ministry efforts 

a. Paper and personal hygiene products during the month of February 
b. School supplies 

c. Advent giving program 

d. Thanksgiving and Christmas food baskets 

e. The monthly envelope and collection for food supplies for the needy 
6. Volunteer in social service or community-related activities 

. Tithing to support charitable causes 

. Conserving gas and other natural resources 

. Recycling, for we are all stewards of all creation 

  

Figure 8. Concrete Examples for Continuing Conversion    



allows time for becoming comfortable with the exercise, experimenting with the form, and 

possibly experiencing some positive results. If this does not happen for them, then they can 

discard the practice. 

 



7. LESSONS LEARNED 

During the course of this project several lessons were learned, both from a self-evaluation 

after each presentation and from comments made during the sessions and on the participants’ 

response forms (see Appendix B). This section treats each of these separately in point form. 

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS 

1. When working with an ecumenical group, such as the separated/divorced peer support 

group, one must be conscious of the fact that not everyone is a Christian. Frequent references 

to Jesus in presenting the concept of connecting one's life story with the God story need to be 

used with care. Generally, references to God, Creator, Supreme Being, and Lord are acceptable, 

and they enabled all who were present to be open to the possibility of a relationship between 

themselves and God. This emphasized the need to be flexible during the presentation and 

sensitive to the needs of those present. 

2. In the presentation to the separated/divorced support group too much time was spent 

on the background and theology of story. This was not what the people needed. The content 

of the session should relate to life situations, and my role should be that of a facilitator or a 

catalyst, not a teacher. 

3. During the course of the evening, especially during breaks and after the end, the 

facilitator must be alert to the "what if" questions, or those questions seeking advice with regard 

to a particular set of circumstances. To give a definitive answer or to attempt to solve a problem 
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under such conditions is dangerous, forcing one into a position of authority or taking the 

responsibility away from the person asking the question. It is better to turn the question back 

on the individual and attempt to broaden his or her horizons by suggesting alternative 

perspectives. If possible and if the person agrees, open the discussion to include all participants 

in the group. 

4. In order to encourage openness on the part of those attending the session, it is helpful 

to begin with an "icebreaker" which gets people talking to each other and to the entire group. 

Nonthreatening, innocuous, open-ended questions are best. The content of the activity should 

take into consideration the nature of the group, and it should be formulated to coincide with the 

theme of the session. Opening the evening with the ten-minute prayer period of remembering 

and reflecting was effective in the sessions that introduced that form of prayer. It was also 

worthwhile to solicit comments about reactions to this activity. They were woven into the 

presentation as points of reference and as a way of drawing the group's experiences into the 

discussion. 

5. It is better to present one or two central ideas in an evening rather than attempting to 

cover a wide range of material. This provides more time for interchange among those present, 

and it allows for a deeper assimilation of the material. 

6. It is better to not flood the group with large doses of detail regarding the key points 

of the presentation. The individuals have not come to become experts, but to be introduced to 

and gain some awareness of material that can make their life more meaningful. Supporting 

material can be introduced in response to questions and during discussion periods following 

simple exercises demonstrating the one or two key points being made. In line with this, one  



should not resort to an overabundance of technical terms or the specialized vocabulary used by 

the scholars. Keep the language on the level of the participants and do not distract them with 

words over which they must puzzle or feel that they need to remember if they wish to understand 

what is being presented. Also, sentences should be kept short and not become convoluted. 

7. Handouts are good, but they can be overdone. It is not a good practice to hand out 

material without providing adequate time for discussion about the content of the handout. The 

handout should be an integral part of the presentation. 

8. Illustrating the key points with stories is an effective way to encourage group 

participation. Somebody always has another story, which then leads to still others. This makes 

the task of getting key points across much easier, and the members of the group experience a 

sense of having developed the insights on their own. Jesus must have been very effective 

because of his use of stories based on the everyday life of the people he encountered. 

9. Some participants found it difficult to understand how to fill in the Time-Line chart. 

The introduction of the worksheet and the use of examples illustrating what was to be done 

effectively eliminated this problem. 

10. It is always necessary to look at the proposed outline for the session one more time. 

One should never be afraid to rearrange the material several times to ensure continuity of the 

flow, to provide appropriate emphasis, and to develop an effective sequence. This happened the 

night before the session dealing with continuing conversion. The content remained essentially 

the same, but the order of presentation was significantly reworked. In the end it came across 

more smoothly, and the participant responses indicate that the flow was logical and easily 

understood.  



PARTICIPANT RESPONSES 

1. Synopsis from the evening of reflection for the separated/divorced peer support 

group: 

a. There was too much introductory material, and consequently the central point 

of the session was not presented until late in the evening. 

b. As a result the handout material and the exercises were not introduced 

adequately nor discussed satisfactorily. The participants were given a packet of material, and it 

turned out that they needed to sort through a good portion of it on their own. 

c. There was too much group discussion that was not related to the topic of the 

session. However, from my perspective the members of the group demonstrated the power of 

story for getting in touch with one's emotions. 

2. Synopsis from the Advent evening of reflection at St. Paul's Church: 

a. There was a good mix of presentation and group participation. 

b. The use of story makes sense, and it is a way of deepening one's relationship 

with the Lord. Many had heard something about the concepts to a greater or lesser extent, but 

this evening had brought the ideas into clearer focus. 

c. The application to daily life centered on the idea of becoming more aware of 

what is happening and where the Lord is in one's daily activities. This is precisely the central 

point of the session. 

d. Nothing of the evening's presentation seemed wasted or of little use. What was  



cited as most useful or significant encompasses in one way or another all the material that was 

presented and shared. 

e. The recommendations were constructive, and many were put into practice in 

the Time-Line Series. A movie was never considered as a means of presentation. 

3. Synopsis from the Time-Line Series (a summary of the three sessions was collected, 

rather than an individual response to each evening): 

a. The evaluations of my abilities as a presenter are very positive. If one 

compares these evaluations with those of the previous two sets of assessments, one finds that the 

longer I worked with the material and the more polished it became, the more relaxed I appeared 

to be. The greater amount of participation and sharing in the later presentations reflected the 

more comfortable and enjoyable time that I was experiencing. 

b. The reaction to the Time-Line chart and its use as a form of prayer was very 

positive. Previous exposure to this idea and use of story varied from some familiarity to never 

having heard of it before. The discussion and sharing indicated that the participants worked with 

the tool to some extent between the sessions. Another indicator was that every person requested 

additional copies of the Time-Line chart since the one used in the original exercise was not a true 

reflection of the person due to the many gaps between the experiences originally recorded. Also, 

the participants were continually adjusting the period of time spanned by the graph. 

c. The one negative comment was that I did not present the concept of disclosure 

situations clearly enough. After reflecting on that comment and reviewing my notes, I found that 

I could not disagree with the comment. The material in chapter 3 of this report is a revised  



version of the content of that session. The significant change involves a more explicit distinction 

between the terms "disclosure situation" and "disclosure moment". 

d. More than one recommendation addressed the use of small groups for sharing. 

This was part of the original plan. However, since the total number of those attending the series 

during any given evening was approximately ten, I felt that this was a small enough group to 

allow everyone a chance to share and question. For the most part each person did have the 

opportunity to express what he or she wanted to share. 

SUMMARY 

The written and spoken comments demonstrate that the project and its material were well 

received and did fill a pastoral need for those who participated. 

 



8. THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

There are several theological themes underlying the use of story for developing and 

strengthening one's relationships with oneself, others, and God. The first of these is that God 

continues to be active in history in the Person of the Holy Spirit. This is called Providence, and 

it is a continuation of the original act of creation. Thus, God is both transcendent and immanent. 

The second theme is that God acts in and through each person, as well as in and through 

the unique life experiences of each person. God creates each individual with certain gifts and 

strengths, which are to be used for the good of others and all creation. Through grace God 

empowers the individual in the use of those talents. As steward each person is to discern what 

those gifts are and in what ways they can be used in meeting the needs of others. 

The third theme is that revelation, God's disclosure of who God is, continues today. It 

did not stop with the death of the last apostle. Since God is active in the world today, then 

reflection on the happenings in the world and in the life of each person shows something about 

the nature of God. The results of such reflection must be validated against the norm that was 

established by Jesus and carried on by the teachings of the apostles and the community of the 

Church. 

It follows that stories, and particularly one's life story, are fertile ground for increasing 

one's understanding of and relationship with God. This understanding and relationship are the 

foundation for increased awareness of oneself and the basis of creative responses to others. That 

this is so is affirmed by Scripture and Tradition, by culture, and by community and personal 
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experience. Each of these three sources will be briefly examined in turn. Their interrelationships 

and the tension and dialogue that exist among them will also be briefly outlined. 

The Hebrew and Christian Scriptures contain explicit references to the use of story as a 

means of arriving at a greater knowledge of God and the relationship that should exist between 

the Creator and the creature, which then illuminates the relationship that should be established 

among all creatures. The creation stories in Genesis and the story of the subsequent fall of the 

first man and woman are examples. The way that God cares for his people and what their 

response should be are initially illustrated by the stories in the books of the Pentateuch, 

particularly those stories centering on the exodus from Egypt and the establishment of the Sinai 

Covenant. This theme is amplified and exemplified in all the books of the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Although this is done using a variety of literary forms, including song, prayer, and prophetic 

utterances, it is the use of stories in the form of a historical narrative that is predominant. 

The Christian Scriptures are also filled with stories. The prime examples are the stories 

told about Jesus and the parables used by Jesus in his earthly ministry. Jesus used this form of 

story with extreme effectiveness to teach the people about God as loving Abba, and about the 

Kingdom which he had come to proclaim. The various authors of the works in this part of the 

Bible followed the example set by Jesus and told stories about the storyteller. The early Church 

grew up on stories, and in this it followed the example of Mary who "stored all these things in 

memory" (Lk. 2:51). 

The Tradition of the Church has carried on what Jesus and the apostles began. During 

the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, the early Church placed heavy emphasis upon the 

catechumen's reflection on his or her life story. The sacrament of reconciliation, now being  



revitalized as the process of Re-membering the Church, was also a reflection on one's life with 

a focus on the rupture of relationships that results from the presence of sin and evil in one's life. 

Thus, the early Church's use of story in these two instances is an example of how story is a 

medium for initial and continuing conversion, as well as for the healing of memories and 

relationships. 

The Church has always encouraged the study of the lives of the saints as examples of 

coming to know who God is and establishing a right relationship with the Lord. These 

biographies demonstrate that any man or woman is capable of achieving great heights of sanctity 

through the creative and unstinting use of his or her gifts in the service of others. 

The systematic and pastoral theologians of today are also emphasizing the use of story 

in a search for God. Fr. John Shea has written a number of books and articles dealing with the 

theology and practice of story, including many examples of stories that can be used as the start 

of the reader's reflective process. Fr. Anthony de Mello has published several books of stories 

drawn from every major culture and religion. These are also meant to provide an initial thought 

or example for examining one's life and its relationship with others and with God. Other authors 

and their works are found in the bibliography. 

Spiritual direction, and the Ignatian exercises in particular, focus on the connection 

between one's life story and the God story. The exercises developed by St. Ignatius of Loyola 

begin with the person entering into the events described in the Scriptures. Bringing the message 

thus experienced to one's individual life story and present circumstances is one method of 

developing a creative and loving response to the situation which he or she is facing. In addition, 

two forms of the Ignatian practice of the examination of consciousness are used in the healing  



of memories. Guided imagery and reflection on the liturgical readings for the day are general 

techniques for developing a spirituality for coping and responding. 

In a similar way, cultures and societies throughout history have used story as a means of 

growth and a way of modeling proper behavior. Elaborate myths have always been present. 

They attempt to address the issue of existence and answer the question of why things are the way 

they are. They affirm the existing order and provide models of conduct for those living within 

the culture or society which accepts a particular myth. 

History as a chronicle has also served this function, although compared to myth its nature 

is to be more objective and its goal is the most thorough collection of factual data possible. 

Analyses and commentaries delineate cause and effect sequences based on the facts, and in this 

way they serve to form a framework of acceptable behavior. 

Biographies and autobiographies are a subset of history. They generally focus on a single 

individual and on a specific time and area within the wider historical context. Characteristics of 

the individual are held up as models for others to follow. The readers are implicitly encouraged 

to evaluate their modes of response by comparison with those considered to be heroes and 

heroines of history. 

Works of fiction, such as the plays of Shakespeare, provide a study of human behavior. 

This is true of both the tragedies and comedies. The short stories of Flannery O'Connor are 

simpler versions of this genre (e.g., The Complete Stories). A single incident, or a short sequence 

of happenings, form the central action. Reflection on the story allows one to draw deeper 

meanings from what is presented. The story causes the reader to examine his or her own patterns 

and perspectives in similar situations. The person is thereby awakened to awareness and can  



either accept or modify his or her patterned response. 

Parents read stories to children to teach them basic values. The characters are 

uncomplicated, and they are quite often animals or other objects of nature. They involve 

idealized situations in which good always triumph over evil. The losers act in ways to be 

avoided. The implication is that the child will be a winner if his or her conduct is patterned on 

the hero of the story. For example, prudence and industriousness are seen to be the right way 

to act, as exemplified by the pig who carefully built his house of brick instead of taking the 

shorter and easier path of using straw. Those who toil at storing away food for the winter will 

not starve. They are models who demonstrate that one must balance the time and effort spent 

at work and play. These stories echo the sentiments of Qoheleth that "there is an appointed time 

for everything, and a time for every affair under the heavens" (Eccl. 3:1). 

Psychoanalysis relies heavily on the relating of one's experiences and the reactions to 

those experiences in an attempt to restore a balance in the person seeking help. The objective 

is to uncover the root memory which may be deeply buried within the unconscious and controls 

a disturbing mode of behavior. An example of this is the mother who was overly critical of her 

son's behavior prior to the arrival of guests. As an alternative to seeking help from a pastoral 

counselor she could have consulted a psychoanalyst to bring to light the source of her behavior 

with respect to her son. 

Peer support groups, such as those for the separated and divorced, the bereaved, and the 

chemically dependent, are a forum in which troubled individuals share their stories with others 

walking a similar path. In this way they find comfort and practical guidance. 

Finally, the use of story as a means of personal integration and growth is validated by my  



own personal experience and by the comments of those who attended the several sessions that 

were presented during the course of this project. Both the Time-Line chart and The Portrait have 

been essential elements in the understanding of who I am as a person. They have brought to 

light my strengths and weaknesses. They have shown where God has been active in my life, and 

as a result they have deepened my relationship with God. Study of the Time-Line graph has 

brought a measure of continuity to my life. 

Revisiting the past in this way has enabled me to reinterpret events, and to accept and 

integrate the setbacks and losses that have occurred. In addition, knowing who I am, where I 

have been, and what has contributed to make me who I am, enable me to more concretely discern 

the Lord's purpose for me. What are the gifts that have been given to me and how can I use 

them in the service of others are questions that are addressed with greater confidence. As a result 

my hope for the successful accomplishment of more realistic expectations is more firm. 

The participant responses (Appendix B), especially those received from the individuals 

who were involved in the Time-Line Series, echo my personal thoughts regarding the use of one's 

life story as a means of discovering who one is, what is important in one's life, and what one's 

relationship with God is. This is the predominant response to question 4 of the response sheet. 

Articulating one's personal story and connecting it to God's story bring integration to one's life, 

help set priorities, and provide a source of strength for the troublesome times. 

However, story can be used for negative as well as positive ends. Cultural stories can be 

selected which seem to show that acting for one's benefit rather than on behalf of one's neighbor 

should be the normal mode of behavior in one's life. This leads to personal comfort, the 

gratification of one's physical and emotional desires, and to happiness. In Western civilization  



there is a movement toward the removal of all personal accountability for one's actions as a way 

of respecting the freedoms with which a person is endowed. 

The lessons in the stories of Scripture and Tradition must be brought into a dialogue with 

this cultural and societal understanding of personal freedom. They teach that the God-given gift 

of personal freedom of will is to be exercised as a freedom for action on behalf of other 

individuals and for the well-being of all creation. It is not a freedom from the responsibility to 

use one's gifts in service to others or to use the earth's resources with moderation. God decreed 

that Adam and Eve and their descendants should be masters of all that was created in the sense 

of being a responsible and loving steward or shepherd. God did not imply that they were to be 

conquering sovereigns taking over all for their own self-satisfaction and gratification. 

In the same way that the cultural and scriptural sources balance and illuminate each other 

so also the community experience and understanding are the norm for one's personal experience 

and understanding. Community is here understood as the Church in its spatial and temporal 

totality. The community understanding is the culmination and collection of the wisdom of all 

ages and cultures. Personal interpretations of the cultural and scriptural stories must be consistent 

with the community understandings, or creatively add to the community store of privileged 

interpretations in a continuous fashion. 

From these considerations it can be concluded that story is a valid and useful tool for 

defining one's identity and increasing the probability that one will lead a satisfying life in 

meaningful relationships with others, with institutions, with all creation, and with God. 

Furthermore, both the Christian Tradition and personal experience attest to the fact that some 

understanding of God can be found in the life story. Story enriches both the horizontal  



dimension and the vertical dimension of life in such a way that they complement each other and 

each leads to the growth of the other. The life story gives one the faith that leads to the hope 

out of which charity emerges. 

 



9. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

There are three objectives associated with this project. The first is to raise the awareness 

of the potential of story, and particularly one's life story, for personal healing and integration, and 

for continuing conversion and growth in holiness. A second objective is to demonstrate that story 

is a powerful form of spirituality. Finally, the project is designed to present story as an element 

which can be integrated into one's personal prayer. 

Based upon the verbal and written comments from those who participated in the various 

sessions conducted during the project it can be concluded that the three objectives were met. The 

use of the Time-Line chart highlighted areas in their lives where there are unresolved and at 

times suppressed emotions and crises. Reflection on daily activities pointed out how these loose 

ends motivate behavior and one's response to individuals and situations. Questions arose 

indicating that there was a desire to begin to deal with and heal these wounds. 

Revisiting the past also provided an opportunity to see in new ways that God had been 

active in each person's life. The concept of a relationship between the person and God was more 

clearly understood and therefore became more meaningful. The models for this understanding 

were Mary and her openness and trust in God, and Jesus and his understanding of God as Abba. 

New images of God for each person were beginning to be explored. Their bases were the ways 

that God had been active in the events recorded on the individual Time-Line charts. 

Reflecting on the past also made the participants more deeply aware of the roles played 

by family members, friends, the parish community, and others. Because of this there was an 
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increased determination to be there for others, to reach out, to be a friend to those who are in 

need. This was always an assumed understanding in the peer support group for the separated and 

divorced, but it was made more explicit and brought to the forefront of awareness in a different 

way. Because others had been there for the individual in his or her times of stress and crisis it 

became important to support others who are now stumbling on the paths that they once trod. The 

image of journey, modeled on the two who traveled to Emmaus, became a powerful image. A 

part of its power derived from the realization that Jesus joins the contemporary journeyers in the 

same way that he walked with those two troubled and groping individuals so many centuries ago. 

Reflecting on the past also brings the present into perspective. This is a renewed 

realization for one of those who participated in the Time-Line Series. Her comments during the 

session, as well as her written comment on how the Time-Line chart will be of value in the 

future, point out that when one reviews where one has been and what one has overcome, the 

relatively minor irritations which occur during the day no longer seem to be worth the 

expenditure of large amounts of psychic energy. The thoughtless word or action on the part of 

another is treated as a careless lack of sensitivity. As such it is not worth anger or temporary 

upset. The person who made this observation now says a little prayer for those whose actions 

in the past would have raised her level of emotional reaction. This is truly wisdom gained from 

experience and the reflection on that experience. 

Although this project was designed and implemented with specific objectives and targeted 

groups of individuals in mind, its concepts can be adapted for other groups and applications. It 

is highly relevant for those involved in the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, for their journey 

to full initiation into the Catholic Church is centered on the God story and its connection to the  



individual's life story. Prayer, integration, and conversion are all themes that are prominent in 

the Rite. 

The life story concept can be adapted for use by the young men and women preparing 

for the sacrament of Confirmation. The tools presented in this project can help them define their 

identity and their relationship with God. Articulating and owning this relationship can make 

more meaningful the commitment for which they are preparing. 

Story is a useful tool in the emerging process of Re-membering the Church. The 

alienated need to revisit the past to find the source of their estrangement. They need to see that 

God has been with them even in their anger, frustration, and pain. The past must be integrated 

into their present lives, even as they are being integrated into the community from which they 

have been separated. 

Various aspects of married life can be addressed through story, the Time-Line chart, and 

The Portrait. Marriage Encounter is specifically mentioned in one of the participant response 

sheets. Husband and wife can work together on the various exercises to learn more about 

themselves and each other. Sharing the prayer time and the insights of the daily ten-minute 

period of remembering and reflecting can help to continually bind them closer together. The 

daily frustrations and demands can be brought into perspective and not translated into marital 

tension. 

Those preparing for marriage can learn more about the other person and what has been 

significant in the formation of who he or she is. The resultant deeper understanding and 

appreciation can form a stronger foundation for the soon-to-be shared life. 

Those experiencing marital difficulties can find and begin to address areas that need  



reconciliation. From what do the discontent, frustrations, and anger stem? What specific 

experiences, events, and incidents carry a negative value on their individual Time-Line graphs? 

What were the circumstances? What can be done to heal the wounds, and what can be modified 

to avoid future causes of fragmentation and alienation? Such work as this is probably best done 

with the help of pastoral counselors familiar with the use of story. 

Finally, pastoral counselors and care-givers themselves will gain greater insight into 

themselves and their identity by examining their Time-Line charts and praying with their 

portraits. This should be a part of their initial formation (e.g., in TH560, Ministerial Identity) 

and of their on-going theological reflection during the pursuit of their ministerial life, as 

recommended by O'Connell (Theological). Increased understanding of their motivations, fears, 

biases, and memories will enable them to be more free of the hidden agenda they establish. The 

focus will then be on the person being supported because the minister's self-awareness of his or 

her own identity elements will prevent them from subconsciously clouding or biasing the 

ministerial relationship. 

In any of these suggested uses the concepts remain constant. The language and order in 

which they are presented will vary to suit the context. The result in each case will be a greater 

understanding of one's identity, an increased freedom of response brought about by the 

confidence generated by such an understanding and by the recognition of God's ever-present 

grace in one's life, and an increased probability of creatively living life more in accord with that 

originally willed by God. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that there are other topics that can be added to those now 

present in the Time-Line Series. The first introduces and explores by example the use of secular  



stories and Jesus' parables as starting points for reflection on one's present way of responding to 

people and situations. Many such stories taken from everyday experiences are found in the books 

of John Shea, Anthony de Mello, and William White. For example, the story of the fish seeking 

the ocean points out the vast number of life occurrences which are common and taken for 

granted. In the same way that it was used to introduce the discussion of the commonality of 

story it could be utilized to pose the question of how many times one responds to another in an 

off-hand, critical manner. There are many such automatic reactions that take over during the 

pressure of a work day, when productivity is the metric used to judge the value of how 

effectively one spent his or her day. People are surrounded by a sea of comments that do not 

respect the individuality and personhood of others. 

The parables of Jesus were originally meant to awaken his hearers to the realities of their 

lives. What do they say to the hearers of the Good News today? The explanations found in 

popular theology books and in homilies are the norm that scholarship and the collective wisdom 

of the community have developed over a period of twenty centuries. Yet one can ask how they 

specifically apply to the individual who lives in a particular city, works at a particular job, raises 

a family, and enjoys the various recreational activities available? What are Jesus' stories telling 

today's adults about their lives? 

Another useful tool for personal development is the spiritual journal. One or two 

additional sessions should be added to the series to explore the concept and the various methods 

of journaling. The development of the Time-Line chart and The Portrait is only the beginning 

of identifying for an individual who he or she is and what has contributed to the formation of 

that identity. As one proceeds from the present to the future and becomes something that is not  



yet, it helps to keep a spiritual diary. One is then encouraged to be more aware in order to 

capture the essence of one's growth in spirituality and personhood. The journal becomes still 

another tool for effectively making one's life the best story possible. 
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APPENDIX A 

PROJECT PROPOSAL 

 



BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVE 

The objective of this pastoral project is to raise the awareness of the potential of story for 

personal healing and integration, and for continuing conversion and growth in holiness. It will 

also be shown that story is a powerful form of spirituality and a unique way of personal prayer. 

Story facilitates the exploration of an individual's identity, personal worth, needs, and 

values. It enables the appreciation and acceptance of one's person. Personal experiences are 

utilized as teachers. A sense of the presence of a loving God in one's life is discovered through 

reflection on experience. 

Awareness and sensitivity to what one does and why it is being done are seldom 

practiced. Programming and habit are generally present in the pursuit of one's daily activities. 

Since one's identity is seldom explored, it becomes difficult to establish truly deep and altruistic 

relationships with others. In the language of developmental psychology, the challenges of 

intimacy, generativity, and integrity are too infrequently successfully met. Progress toward true 

human freedom, arising from use of the faculties of creativity and imagination, is seriously 

impeded. 

This lack of personal exploration by the individual has serious implications for pastoral 

theology. The Church teaches that God accepts each individual as he or she is at that moment. 

Each person is approached as a unique creation, endowed with special gifts, talents, and 

experiences. Although these characteristics are imperfect, they are readily embraced by a loving 

Father. Moreover, God freely and prodigally showers his graces on the person. However, that 

divine gift does not overwhelm the human nature of the individual. If God treats each man and  



woman as unique and knows each person intimately, can the person do any less to further his or 

her own growth both personally and in a relationship with God? 

An example of this is found in the actions of the resurrected Christ who encountered the 

two travellers on the road to Emmaus. He began with their questions and doubts, their pain and 

sorrow. Walking with them, he slowly and carefully brought them to the point of recognizing 

him in the common action of breaking bread. This is the paradigm for all pastoral activities 

which seek to enable the person to develop both the material and spiritual dimensions of himself 

or herself (King, Pastoral, pp. 7-8). 

Indeed, this was the method employed by the early Christian communities when they 

initiated new members into the young Church. They adapted the conversion process to match 

the unique individuality of the one on the journey. They knew that true conversion requires 

loving sharing and an extended period of time. 

Their primary vehicle was the simple story. The members of the Christian community 

related the stories of the Judaic and Jesus traditions. The catechumen shared personal events and 

experiences. The intersection of the two enabled the Christian light to illuminate the dark corners 

of life's happenings. The gradually emerging inner conversion paralleled the recognition of the 

reality of a personal relationship between God and the individual. The response to God's call was 

then engendered by love, not by a sense of duty or fear of a vengeful Judge. 

This process gradually became lost as the Church grew and became more an institution 

rather than a community. It is slowly being restored as a result of the recent implementation of 

the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults. Other examples of programs and processes in which 

story is being used with increasing frequency include Engaged Encounter, Marriage Encounter,  



Re-membering Church, and peer ministries and sharing groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous 

and RENEW. The resulting greater degree of interior commitment and personal growth of 

individuals involved in these activities attest to the effectiveness of designing the process for the 

person and of using story as a vehicle for personal development. 

Developing their individual life stories increases the effectiveness of pastoral ministers 

as well. By remembering and reflecting on their own experiences they are enabled to more 

clearly see and understand the filters out of which they operate. Pastoral ministers may never 

be entirely free from making prejudgments of another's circumstances, but they will be more 

aware of their existence and can thus take account of them in their ministry to others. 

DETAILS AND SPECIFICS 

One two-hour workshop will be presented to three specific groups. These include: 

1. A separated and divorced support group gathered for an evening 

of reflection, 

2. A group of parishioners who have gathered for an Advent 

evening of reflection, and 

3. The members of a parish who have chosen to participate in a 

sharing group as a way of developing a spirituality founded on the 

use of story. 

In addition to the Advent evening of reflection the third group will meet three more times 

to further explore the use of story as a vehicle to discover God's activity throughout one's life, 

SA  



as a means of integrating one's past experiences into one's present identity, and as a way to 

encourage continuing conversion. 

Each session will begin with a discussion of three general categories of stories: secular 

stories as found in books, movies, plays, and television; the story of God's activity in history as 

told in the Scriptures and other spiritual writings; and the life story of each person, consisting 

of one's experiences, emotions, thoughts, and relationships. The connection of the God story and 

one's life story, and its implications for shaping one's response to future experiences, will be the 

focus for the remainder of each workshop. It is through this connection that the light of faith 

will illuminate one's personal experience, and this illumination will modify the individual's 

response to future experiences and encounters with others. 

Exercises within the group setting will provide the participants with the opportunity to 

practice and experience the central points of each session. The reflections will be tailored to the 

particular needs of the participants of the respective workshops. 

Thus, the participants of the evening for the separated/divorced, those involved with the 

pain of separation and divorce, will find that story is useful as a healing tool. The beginning of 

the healing process takes place when a person sees who he or she is and from what source the 

pain in his or her life is arising. This is the stage of naming, understanding, and accepting one's 

emotions. God's story enables the recognition of divine love and presence in the individual's 

daily life. Having accepted oneself as God accepts that self, one is then strengthened and able 

to begin the process of forgiving the source of the grief. The healing of deep emotional wounds 

provides the freedom to trust in self, others, and God. Having come to terms with the past, one  



can move on in the present and view the future as a possibility for growth and developmental 

maturity. 

The third group will meet for a total of four times. In the first session, which will be an 

evening of reflection for all members of the parish, they will experience story as a form of daily 

prayer. The second session will be an introduction to and experience of the concept of the Time- 

Line chart, which they will use to examine a ten-year span of their lives to see where God has 

been present and active in their life story. The third session will focus on the healing of 

memories. The ultimate objective of this process is to integrate the pain of the original 

experiences and the memory of those events into the person who they now are. They will find 

that the articulation of one's life story promotes the healing of pain caused by another or by 

uncontrollable circumstances. The last session will concentrate on the use of story as a means 

for continuing conversion. What is there in their lives that they consider to be fragmenting and 

in need of revision, or what is there about the goodness of God which they discern that causes 

the desire for re-formation within themselves? 

Time for comments and questions immediately afterward will allow the participants to 

explore and articulate what they experienced during each session. This also provides the 

opportunity to discuss points of confusion or ambiguity which arise only after one attempts to 

form and share his or her story. 

The suggestion of resource material for later use will provide initial direction for 

storytelling after they have left the group setting. It also leads them to more material which 

examines different ways of approaching the activity. In this way they will come to see that there  



is no single "right" way for this practice. They will then feel free to creatively change their 

methodology as their personal circumstances and individual preferences require. 

SCHEDULE 

In the pursuit of this project it is proposed to use the professional readings course during 

the May-September 1990 semester to study material relating to story, adult development, and 

ministry to those experiencing the pain of loss. The presentation to the separated/divorced 

support group will take place in October 1990. The initial parish-based workshop will be given 

during the first week of Advent. The three life story sessions will be held in January and 

February 1991. 

EVALUATION 

Each workshop will be evaluated by the participants. They will be aware of the fact that 

the presentation is in partial fulfillment of the requirements of a master's program. It will be 

made clear that the evaluations are important for this reason, as well as for the fact that their 

comments will be used to shape future events designed to increase awareness of the role of story. 

 



The instrument will be a written evaluation consisting of the following questions: 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, 

mannerisms, method of presentation, choice of words, volume, 

etc.)? 

2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was 

it confusing? Why? 

3. Have you been made aware of story as a means of prayer and 

spirituality before? Where? What is your reaction to the concept? 

4. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? 

5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or 

significant for you? 

6. What did you find to be least useful? 

7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of 

this material? 

Ten minutes will be set aside at the end of the workshop to provide time for completion of the 

form. The sharing during the sessions will also provide participants with the opportunity to 

volunteer comments regarding their reaction to the use of story for healing, conversion, and as 

a way of prayer.  



CONCLUSION 

Anthony de Mello tells the story of the fish who was looking for the thing called the 

ocean. When told that he was already in it, the fish was disappointed to find that it was only 

water (Song, p. 12). In much the same way humanity lives in the world of story, but does not 

recognize its life-giving properties. Looking for something greater, it fails to see that which 

gives it life and makes it great. 
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 

only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 
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presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 

Show 3 mR pr Sv tivevg 5 

the. ff od Sh Oct Oe rr) ove 

2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? a 
1 . { P 

Seermed vELgSona ie Jo Sere, b ind cou fc { 2 JAE, beeq_ 
: — 

v0 ri. +o tha pala. 
1 

3. Did you find the handouts to be useful or distracting? How can they be made more useful? 

look ££. Hse Lt : 
not ¢ Certal 

4. Did you find the seating arrangement suitable for a session on sloping Would the more 
traditional sitting at a table or in rows ol chairs have been more to your liking? 7 

Didnt secem ey ge A bn Ab ak gon in 

Seating LJ AN <td -@ La, 

5. Have you been made aware of story as a tool for healing before? Where? What is your 
reaction to the concept? T= [ile (}, 2 

MO 

6. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? 

J OM Ay f He ol 2 Ley Ard iN een 4 ji ~¥7 06 

: / 

¢ 

7. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 

Healin Fas PRC SS Op Shar g > § H i *} “ . 

Lo a dhe N Tis ve neil N yf + 
ror Fi : 4 4 J Cr Mame end, 

8. What gd [you find to be least useful? 

Re Lei hme I bre, 
AK 

9. Do you have any Lo for future presentations of this material? 
Ty 

Get to + : hs. theo ¥ 4 > i Pw i Je | Li ¢” +S ag & 

: 3.2 
EE. le { {i gy i S ol w # £2 hb Bs 

h el 1419 Foo A meek bh Art ean 9 : Leosriig 
~ + \ { Eran, € 

/ a, Po RYN 
A 0 yy 5 ‘ 

~~ C074 £ ’ ee h 
I eT 

T) ank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 

also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 
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Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 
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5. Have you been made aware of story as a tool for healing before? Where? What is your 
reaction to the concept? 
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6. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? 

7. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 

Sl TA, ” I. HLA (le bi YX 7 (iv? 7 pa tf 

8. What did you find to be least useful? 

9. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 

Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  
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Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
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Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 
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2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 
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Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 

Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
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3. Have you been made aware of story as a means of prayer and spirituality before? Where? 
What is your reaction to the concept? 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 

Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
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presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 

0 n A : Lr rramensamisn rvs 

Cr J A Sp -“ ame PA S LA. tN, Be ph 0.8, Wy 4 5 - L. a . 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 

Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 
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. What did you find to be least peony < 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future Lr of this material? 
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Thank you for your participation in evening and for taking the time to complete this form. 
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 

7 / 2, . ’ 
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- ——— - 

2 2 

ri on SH, A vil Lf gp Cs a 8 hr Ed A. Oxide Fig 

2. Did you find the flow of the ovation to be logical, or was it confusing? W Wa Lhan d Eg 
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Crt Apr €@ ivy dz p15 Ark 3. Have you been made aware of story as a et = prayer and spirituality before? Where? 

What is your reaction to fie concept? A City bers Krew Aber 
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¢ and if pe 2 ihe. AY Lande Bf cimned beZle rr “45 ik Ferg sd Atay 4. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? * . 
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5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 
<I > nll) CE Pe pimple. 2 pT p Spf Ee A 

6. What did you find to be least useful? 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? “z+ Caf. 
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Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? / ri / 

Lye e. Lon ) Con ent 1S yory inTeresiina 7 Auld fn face 
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2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 
os 2 
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3. Have you been made aware of story as a means of prayer and spirituality before? Where? 
What is your reaction to the concept? As#, 
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4. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? / £ 
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5. What one or SH ideas did you find to be most yseful or gignifioant for you? 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? ' ¢ kl 3 £ f fio i 
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Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volun, etc.)? 

Fret Lat Ze “a (er Ire 

2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 

i EArt OE st i v 

3. Have you been made aware of story as a means of prayer and spirituality before? Where? 
What is your reaction to the concept? 

/ El i Al Re Pe Lng rats 4 - 2% rs ; 
Nell Ril pease — A (ling 7 

4. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? 

LorT rT mite 

5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 
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Lo 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 
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Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form. _zz i  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of this evening are desired. They will not 
only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities as a presenter, but they will 
also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 
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2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 

3. Have you been made aware of story as a means of prayer and spirituality before? Where? 
What is your reaction to the concept? 
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4. How do you think you may apply what you heard this evening? 

5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 
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6. What did you find to be least useful? : Ler 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 

Thank you for your participation this evening and for taking the time to complete this form.  
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of the Time-Line Series are 
desired. They will not only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities 
as a presenter, but they will also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of . . 
9 

: 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? : : . ps : | een cl ig o dewicz . He Ko 
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2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 
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3. What is your reaction to the idea of reflecting on your life story as a means of prayer and 
spirituality? A a wilil{ I Fao Nevare Thovgh? oF Bima TT ro Thue 
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5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 
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6. What did you find to be least useful? 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 
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[Recieve clagpee, 

Thank you for your participation and for taking the time to provide your comments. 

en Siarkiewicz  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of the Time-Line Series are 
desired. They will not only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities 
as a presenter, but they will also be used to modify the material for future i 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 
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2. Did yo find the flow of ae presentation to oe ogical,”or was it ¢ Frsing? Why? 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 
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Thank you for your participation and for taking the time to provide your comments. 

en Siarkiewicz 
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of the Time-Line Series are 
desired. They will not only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities 
as a presenter, but they will also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, 1 a 4 Pd Jers pra a ote a 

pert pote, pod Mage Fiat lo )i Serr So cell Gpsies 
Prlsint SFA POIs 

2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 
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3. What is your reaction to the idea of reflecting on your life story as a means of prayer and 
spirituality? of Lenit Ff LB 08 Te old The Ee Bd 
SLL os Arriola lite gt dre Sl, lanl gin : wl Fé 
Lo Tel nS PH ont] cH en or 4 0 4in Jo fo T. 

4. How do you think you may apply what you heard and discussed? _/ And igo 2 4 
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6. What did you tind to be least useful? 

7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? . EE 
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Thank you for your participation and for taking the time to provide your comments. 
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YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of the Time-Line Series are 
desired. They will not only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities 
as a presenter, but they will also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 

Yee en 4:1 £9 ger 

2. Did you find the flow of the pre gi ation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 
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3. What is your reaction to the idea of reflecting on your life story as a means of prayer nd 
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4. How do you think you may apply what you heard and Jigen? taal 
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S. What one or two ip: did you find to be most useful or si ham for you? 
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6. What did you find to be least useful? RL 3Y%% EY 9 bh 
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7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this ier 
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Thank you os Th participation and for taking the time to provide your comments. 

en Siarkiewicz  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of the Time-Line Series are 
desired. They will not only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities 
as a presenter, but they will also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? 
Very good presenter - Well dressed, excellent overall appearance, 
pleasant mannerism, clear pleasant voice, good vocabulary, and 
good interaction with audience. 

2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical, or was it confusing? Why? 
Very good flow of presentation - leads audience through the sub ject 
matter in a logical, well prepared manner that is easy to follow. 

3. What is your reaction to the idea of reflecting on your life story as a means of prayer and 
spirituality? 
Positive reaction - a concept that had not been introduced to us 
before. Reflecting on the memories of one's life reminds one how 
prayer has helped in difficult times and leads to greater spiritually. 

4. How do you think you may apply what you heard and discussed? 
By understanding that past events in one's life may influence current 
attitudes. "Lessons Learned” can make one more tolerant in 
relationships with others. 

5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or significant for you? 
The concept of the effect of past experiences on current understanding 
and actions. Praying on the mistakes of the past to strengthen one's 
ability to lead a better life now. Also, the concept of mini-conversions 

ST GR yB5 HG {ESP Eee Jonemey. 
No comment 

7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 
Increased reference to scripture as guidance in demonstrating the 
ideas and concepts presented. 

Thank you for your participation and for taking the time to provide your comments. 

en Siarkiewicz  



YOUR COMMENTS, PLEASE 

Your honest comments regarding the various aspects of the Time-Line Series are 
desired. They will not only provide me with valuable information regarding my capabilities 
as a presenter, but they will also be used to modify the material for future presentations. 

1. How would you evaluate Ken Siarkiewicz as a presenter (dress, mannerisms, method of 
presentation, choice of words, volume, etc.)? Ken was dressed professionally,displayed very 

few mannerisms( which are distracting in a speaker) ,made his presentation in a very 
logical and well thought out manner, his choice of worl{s appeared to be well under- 

stood by all and he made himself heard in the room without use of a microphone. 

2. Did you find the flow of the presentation to be logical or was it using? Why? 
His a was very ye with each na A sn, g and building 

upon the one that preceded it, It flowed so well that appeared to reach such 
a natural conclusion that one wondered why it hadn't been apparent to one prior 
to Qepring Ken's presentation. ; : 
3. What is your reaction to the idea of reflecting on your life story as a means of prayer and 
spirituality? This reflection using the printed aids Ken provided was a good catalyst 

for prayer showing that over a period of time what appeared to be a terrible happening 
became the basis for building a better life as part of God's plan for us. 

4. How do you think you may apply what you heard and discussed? 
I think that what I heard and discussed will help me accept what presently appears 

in the light of misfortune or tradgedy because " In the end it will work out for 
the best according to God's plan" 

5. What one or two ideas did you find to be most useful or Hpticent for you? 
Looking back and seeing how my perception of past events as good or bad had 
changed so much with the passing of time. 

6. What did you find to be least useful? 

I just can't separate any idea that was the least useful, 

7. Do you have any recommendations for future presentations of this material? 

If possible the first two presentations could be combin ed since they : 
followed so closely. Though it was good to have the tine for reflection in 
between ii might have been helpfull to be able to continue with the ideas 
without a break. 
Thank you for your participation and for taking the time to provide your comments. 

en Siarkiewicz 

Dear Xen, 
I'm sorry to be so late with this but I had to go out of town to attend a 
funeral, 

\ ty AY et] 
“Rosemary /  


