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Introduction:

The second goal of Courage states that members “Dedicate one’s life to Christ through service to others, spiritual reading…” I want to emphasise the element of spiritual reading as one of the practices that will enhance, enable, empower and  encourage a life of holiness and goodness. The most important spiritual reading we can do is read the bible.  We need to be firmly and properly  grounded on sacred scripture. : For prayer, for formation, for wisdom, for knowledge and the love of Jesus,  for developing the mind ( mental discipline) and turning it continually to God. 

St Thomas says “We should not lightly abandon the language of the scripture.” (Contra Errores Graecorum)  St Paul says all scripture is inspired by God and can be used profitably for our teaching and instruction.

The Second Vatican Council’s document on the Bible: Verbum Dei. 

In November it will be forty years since the Second  Vatican Council promulgated its statement Verbum Dei about Divine Revelation and the Bible. Since that time we have seen an explosion in the Church of people taking to bible reading,  studying and discussing the bible  through programmes such as “The Little Rock Scripture studies” quoting  the scriptures in prayer meetings, reading the daily office and  using the prayer form we call lectio divina. Many Catholic Churches throughout Australia, now have morning prayer based on the psalms and a short portion of scripture. A  more recent phenomenon for the lay faithful is the practice of reading the scriptures silently for a period of time,  then making notes, and then once a week sharing the insights and thoughts with others in what are called journaling groups. All this is very good and fundamental for the spiritual life of us as a Church and as individuals. For as St Jerome said “Ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.”  Quoted in Article 25 of the Constitution. (Abbott version p.127). The constitution states that the Church is subject to the Word, and not vice versa. We need to think biblically. 

Personal testimony:   

While I  believe that the study of scripture and exegesis is important I believe that the reverent and  faithful daily reading is more important for our spiritual growth and eventual holiness. I have depended on the scriptures for my own spiritual, moral and ethical behaviour in my work life and as a  husband, father and apostolic man in the Church (A Member of Christ’s faithful).

1.) My daily bread: 

I feel vulnerable and a little embarrassed when I share about myself openly in a publication, but I think testimonies do help others gain insights, hence I shall share an experience that was illuminating for me and my life. I was in the seminary for four years and it formed my life. One of the disciplines we had to perform daily, was the reading of the Bible for half an hour. I was very faithful to the practice. Yet, I can honestly say that it was the driest part of my day, and a boring exercise. However  because I was more obedient then than I am now, I persevered with the practice. At about the two and a half year mark, I actually began to get a taste and enjoy the daily exercise. As the obedient daily exercise was beginning to impact on me at the emotional level, I read scriptural commentaries and decided that whatever theology I then did was to be biblically based. I thus began to develop a biblical approach to life and sought wisdom and insight from the bible. 

2.) Putting my decision to the test:.

At the beginning of my fourth year I moved interstate and my  new rector did not appreciate my person. He judged me adversely, and decided that I was unsuitable for the priestly life. I was invited to leave an order where I had found great peace in my life,  and came to appreciate  nature and the deeper things of God. The experience  had been the happiest time of my life. I had wanted nothing else in life but to be a priest. The subsequent year was close to being the lowest point in my life.  When I left the seminary, I had  little money, no job, no family home to go to, no matriculation, and pretty well heart broken. My constant thought and anxiety was: What am I to do?  What qualifications do I have? 

3) The decision enriched by the disciplined daily readings:

Fortunately some one had given me a bible about six months before and I had continued the practice of reading it daily, not for the mandatory half an hour but for a good amount of time. Recently I went back to that bible and saw the texts I had underlined in the  year I would call my annus horribilis. Some of the scriptures I underlined were:

Romans 9:18 “..he has mercy upon whomever he wills.” Romans 9:33  “..he who believes in him will not be put to shame.”  Romans 12:9 “Let love be genuine..v.10 love one another…outdo one another in showing honour. V.11.. be aglow with the Spirit,. Serve the Lord. v.12…be constant in prayer…v.16 associate with the lowly; never be conceited.” Romans 14:7  “None of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. V.8. If we live, we live to the Lord and if we die, we die to the Lord; …we are the Lord’s.” These scriptures certainly encouraged me  to look beyond my own troubles and trust in the providence of God. They still  have potency today.

4) The daily  searching of  the scriptures leading to a deeper surrender to God:

Romans 14: 17: “For the Kingdom of God does not mean food and drink but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit; he who thus serves Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men.” A very encouraging word for me  and I have often felt the truth of this scripture. Romans 14:23”…whatever does not proceed from faith is sin.” A word from the Holy Spirit to remind me of being obedient in faith and nurturing it in a fruitful way.  Romans 15:17 “In Christ Jesus, then, I have reason to be proud of my work for God.” I do at times have a sense of satisfaction in the work of God and hope that this avoids a sense of self-righteousness and smugness. Nonetheless,  I offer these texts as an example for you to meditate on your own bible readings and gain from them what the Holy Spirit would bring to your mind and heart.

Fortunately,  by the grace of God I hung onto my  faith and was introduced first to the Cursillo Movement and then to the Charismatic Renewal. I have no doubt that the scriptures mentioned above  which I appropriated, or made my own,  as best I could then prepared me to be open to the Charismatic Renewal, something I was most uncomfortable with. It seemed to parade ones good works – not a very Australian thing at all. Nonetheless the good I saw and the love of the Trinity  experienced through the Charismatic Renewal  were powerful influences and bore  good fruit for me. There was a renewal of my apostolic call and desire to be good news to others. The scriptures over a period of time in parallel with the prayer meetings helped me persevere in my faith life and resolve. The surprises of the Holy Spirit in the Charismatic Renewal brought me to surrender more things to Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit and gave me a new insight into God the Father, especially as “Abba” This has been a profound blessing for me. It was not a cause I sought, I was in fact running away, but thankfully God caught me !  The habit and  ingrained  practice of faithfully reading the bible prepared me in surrendering and saying Yes to God.  

Receiving and owning  the Bible as our spiritual source:
The fundamental spiritual point for me now: What does the bible say and what is the wisdom I can glean from it. It really is my source book.

However, the bible has been so critiqued and questioned in the past century that there is much confusion about its worth and aid to us in our Christian life. In some quarters it is being seen just as a purely sociological or culturally interesting if not irrelevant commentary on religious events. Fortunately for us the Pontifical Biblical Commission in 1993 issued an excellent document entitled “Interpreting the Bible in the Church”. The document analyses the various modern approaches and evaluates their worth.  It appreciates the scholarship, insights and learning of these approaches and sets forth appropriate guidelines. For those Courage members and directors who have a leadership role and mentoring role it is worth studying for your own advice to others. For most I think it is better to follow the guidelines of Verbum Dei, which is addressed to all the faithful.

Wisdom itself  from Verbum Dei:

Article 4 “Jesus Christ..’speaks the words of God’   and completes the work of salvation which His Father gave Him to do.”

Article 10 “Sacred tradition and sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, which is committed to the Church…This teaching office is not above the word of God,  but serves it.” This article was furiously debated within the Council.     A very important statement is contained in Article 16. “God, the inspirer and author of both testaments, wisely arranged that the New Testament be hidden in the Old and the Old be made manifest in the New.”  A footnote to article 12 describes scripture as its own best commentary. We see this in the various speeches by Paul in Acts, and our own experience resonates with this reality. 

Final Exhortation:

At the discussion on  Verbum Dei,  Augustin Cardinal  Bea said that “The teaching must be received “with new fervour by all in our own time;” it must therefore be  addressed to the people of today and not to the schools of theology.” Bishop Guerry - “Our first duty as pastors is to teach our people doctrine that is complete and unadulterated but in such a  way that they can hear the word of God, understand it accept it in faith and finally, put it into practice in every area of their lives.. It is not the teaching that must be adapted but the way in which the preaching is presented.”..

Daily take up and read the  scriptures, for the word of God is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe. (Romans 1:16).
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