REFLECTING ON MISSION AND GROWTH THROUGH ST. PAUL AND VATICAN II – A SPIRITUAL AUDIT
Developed by Paul Paniccia
Pope Benedict XVI declared a Year of St. Paul from 28 June 2008 to 29 June 2009 in order to mark the apostle’s 2000th anniversary of his birth. This year also marks the 50th anniversary of Pope John XXIII’s calling of the Second Vatican Council at the end of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity on 25th January 1959 at St. Paul’s Outside the Walls. This course takes the opportunity of these two anniversaries to read and reflect on some of the relevant texts from St. Paul’s writing and the Second Vatican Council for the selected themes over the five sessions.
Scripture texts from Christian Community Bible Catholic Pastoral Edition

Vatican II texts from Grail Simplified Documents except for Decree on Missionary Activity which is from Vatican II in Plain English by Bill Huebsch
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1. Mission

It is generally considered that St. Paul undertook three missionary journeys after his conversion in order to spread the Christian message and give support to local Christian communities. These journeys, covering Asia Minor and the eastern Mediterranean area, helped to establish the notion of St. Paul as a missionary to the non-Jewish world.
A flavour of St. Paul’s missionary zeal can be found in his letter to the Romans:

You must know, brothers and sisters, that many times I have made plans to go to you, but till now I have been prevented. I would like to harvest some fruits among you, as I have done among other nations. Whether Greeks or foreigners, cultured or ignorant, I feel under obligation to all. Hence my eagerness to give the message also to you who are in Rome. For I am not ashamed at all of this Good News; it is God’s power saving those who believe, first the Jews, and then the Greeks. (Rom. 1:13-16)
What strikes you in this passage from Paul’s letter to the Romans?

How might you and your church community develop ‘an eagerness to give the message’ of the gospel?

What are the barriers to mission?

How prepared are you to undertake the task of mission?

What additional help do you need to be a more confident missionary for Christ?

The Second Vatican Council was established to renew the life of the Church and its relationship with the modern world. It re-emphasised the missionary character of the Church:

We in the Church have a strong sense that we are called to offer all humans that which makes human life most noble: 

                                                God’s Word and presence! 

We have a sense of mission about this because of Christ’s command to preach the Gospel to all. 

But this missionary self-identity also comes from the nature of the Church itself: 

That it is universal, 
That is has something to offer to all, 

That it addresses the entire world with the Word of God. 

We want to be the “salt of the earth” and the “light of the world.” 

The Church is a pilgrim in this world and, as we just said, by its very nature seeks to make God’s presence known throughout the world. 

This is the core of who the Church is: 

It is “sent” to do Christ’s work and to be a “fountain of love” for all. 

(Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity, Preface and chap. 1)
What features of this text particularly draw your attention?

What do you find uplifting about this statement?

What do you find particularly daunting?

How can your church community be the “salt of the earth” and “light of the world” 

to the wider local community? List practical ways.
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2. Conversion

Read the story of St. Paul’s conversion in the Acts of the Apostles:
Meanwhile Saul considered nothing but violence and death for the disciples of the Lord. He went to the High Priest and asked him for letters to the synagogues of Damascus that would authorize him to arrest and bring to Jerusalem anyone he might find, man or woman, belonging to the Way.

As he travelled along and was approaching Damascus, a light from the sky suddenly flashed around him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul! Why do you persecute me?” And he asked, “Who are you, Lord?” The voice replied, “I am Jesus whom you persecute. Now get up and go into the city; there you will be told what you are to do.” 

The men who were travelling with him stood there speechless: they had heard the sound, but could see no one. Saul got up from the ground and, opening his eyes, he could not see. They took him by the hand and brought him to Damascus. He was blind and he did not eat or drink for three days. 

There was a disciple in Damascus named Ananias, to whom the Lord called in a vision, “Ananias!” He answered, “Here I am. Lord!” Then the Lord said to him, “Go at once to

Straight Street and ask, at the house of Judas, for a man of Tarsus named Saul. You will find him praying, for he has just seen in a vision that a man named Ananias has come in and placed his hands upon him, to restore his sight.” 

Ananias answered, “Lord, I have heard from many sources about this man and all the harm he has done to your saints in Jerusalem, and now he is here with authority from the High Priest to arrest all who call upon your name.” But the Lord said to him, “Go! this man is my chosen instrument to bring my name to the pagan nations and their kings, and the people of Israel as well. I myself will show him how much he will have to suffer for my name.” 

So Ananias left; and went to the house. He laid his hands upon Saul and said, “Saul, my brother, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me to you so that you may receive your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” Immediately something like scales fell from his eyes and he could see; he got up and was baptized. 

Then he took food and was strengthened. For several days Saul stayed with the disciples at Damascus, and he soon began to proclaim in the synagogues that Jesus was the Son of God. (Acts 9:1-20)

What stands out for you in this account?

What do you consider to be the main features of St. Paul’s conversion?

Have you had any personal conversion experiences you wish to share?

Did you consciously discern God’s involvement in this experience? If yes, how?

How can our community best support those who undergo a conversion to faith? 

The Second Vatican Council also considered conversion of non-Christians to full members of the Church and revivified the ancient rite of Christian initiation of adults (RCIA) in order to provide the Church in the modern world with the means to receive those from a largely de-Christianised society:
When the Holy Spirit opens their hearts, and someone gives witness to Christ, non-Christians may freely come to believe. 

This moment of conversion, of coming to believe, is only a first step for them on a spiritual journey which should be gradual in the catechumenate [RCIA]. It may involve disruption and, at the same time, joy. 

The Church forbids that anyone be forced to join it and also forbids the use of sly techniques to attract people and at the same time also insists that anyone who wants to 

must be free to join the Church. 

Those who do choose freely to come forward are to be admitted through the rites of the catechumenate [RCIA]. The catechumenate is not simply a theology course but is a formation tool, a sort of apprenticeship through which people come to know Christ, the Christian people, and the Christian lifestyle. Then, slowly, through the rites, catechumens are joined to Christ. 

We at this council are restoring the catechumenate for this very reason, so that those coming to Christ might properly celebrate the Paschal Mystery in the Easter season and be reborn in faith. 

This is the responsibility of the whole Christian people, not just the priests. 

(Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity n. 13, 14)
What features strike you in this extract?
In what capacity do you feel able to share in the responsibility for the process, e.g. catechist, sponsor, prayer partner? Give reasons
How well do you feel your church community can currently meet the challenges in this conversion process?

Do you see any drawbacks in this process for conversion and how might they be overcome?
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3. Life in the Church

Read the following passage from St. Paul’s letter to the Romans in a prayerful and reflective manner:
The grace that God has given me allows me to tell each of you: be active, but not indiscreet. Let each one exercise wisely the gifts of faith granted by God. 

See, the body is one, even if formed by many members, but not all of them with the same function. The same with us; being many, we are one body in Christ, depending on one another. Let each one of us, therefore, serve according to our different gifts. Are you a prophet? Then give the insights of faith. Let the deacon fulfil his office; let the teacher teach, who encourages, convince. 

You must, likewise, give with an open hand, preside with dedication, and be cheerful in your works of charity. 

Let love be sincere. Hate what is evil and hold to whatever is good. Love one another and be considerate. Outdo one another in mutual respect. Be zealous in fulfilling your duties. Be fervent in the Spirit and serve God. 

Have hope and be cheerful. Be patient in trials and pray constantly. Share with other Christians in need. With those passing by, be ready to receive them. (Romans 12:3-13)
What phrases from your reflection speak to you? Give reasons
Thinking about your church community, how much of this teaching is already reflected in the life of your community?

What areas of Paul’s teaching in this passage still remain to be implemented by the community? 
What difference do you consider such implementation would bring?

The Second Vatican Council was the first Church Council to consider and develop an understanding of Church. An important concept of Church was the People of God understood as all the baptised. From this consideration the place of the laity, that is all those not in Holy Orders or professed religious, was articulated:
Lay people have the right to receive from the Church all the good things of the spirit, especially the sacraments and the Bible. 

Lay people have the right to make known to their pastors their needs and their desires. 

Their knowledge, competence and positions give them the means - sometimes the plain duty as well – to express their opinions on matters concerning the good of the Church. This opinion if possible should be expressed through proper channels. It should in any case be expressed with sincerity, courage and prudence, to say nothing of love and respect. 

The decisions of the bishops will always be accepted in a spirit of obedience, for the bishops represent Christ. 

Nor should the laity forget to pray for their pastors that their task may be a joyful, not a thankless one. 

On the other hand bishops and priests must recognise the dignity and responsibility of the laity, be willing to take advice from them, to give them real responsibility, to leave them freedom and scope in their service to the Church. 

Pastors should welcome initiative on the part of lay people, and give proper consideration to their ideas and wishes. 

Pastors should respect the freedom which belongs by right to every member of the people of God. Only good things can happen as the result of real collaboration between priests and laypeople.

Lay men and women will have a stronger sense of their responsibility, a fresh enthusiasm for work in the service of the Church. On the other hand the clergy, helped by the experience of the laity can make clearer and better decisions in spiritual and temporal matters as well.  

(Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Chap 4, n.37)
How involved do you feel in the life of a) your church community b) the parish, c) the pastoral area, d) the diocese?

What personal knowledge and competence do you have which could be of use for the good of the Church?

Do you feel you have opportunities to make known your ‘needs and desires’ and ‘opinions on matters concerning the good of the Church’? Give reasons for your answer.

What concrete changes would you like to see to meet the aspirations contained in this text?   
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4. Spiritual Growth

Read the following extracts from three of St. Paul’s letters:
Clothe yourselves, then, as is fitting for God’s chosen people, holy and beloved of him. Put on compassion, kindness, humility meekness and patience to bear with one another and forgive whenever there is any occasion to do so. As the Lord has forgiven you, forgive one another. When you have put on all these, take love as your belt so that the dress be perfect. May the peace of Christ overflow in your hearts; for this end you were called to be one body. And be thankful. (Col. 3:12-14) 

But the fruit of the Spirit is charity, joy and peace, patience, understanding of others, kindness and fidelity, gentleness and self-control. For such things there is no Law or punishment. Those who belong to Christ have crucified the flesh with its vices and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us live in a spiritual way. Let us not be conceited; let there be no rivalry or envy of one another. (Gal. 5:22-26)
Now, however, you have been freed from sin and serve God. You are bearing fruit and growing in holiness, and the result will be life everlasting. (Rom. 6:22)
How do you understand holiness?

How conscious are you of the fruits of the Spirit as a consequence of receiving the Spirit at baptism? 

What experiences have you had which have made you aware of your holiness? 

Share your experiences of being aware of holiness in others?

How would you like to grow spiritually?
Vatican II’s document on the Church was not simply about the institutional organisation, it was also conscious of a divine dimension as expressed in an entire chapter on the ‘Call to Holiness’. The following is an extract from that chapter:

To all his disciples Christ preached the holiness which has its source in him and he sent his Spirit on all of them to stir them to love God whole-heartedly and to love each other 

As he himself had loved them. (cf. John 13:34; Mark 12:30) 

Called by God not because they deserve it, but through God’s grace and for his purpose, 

Christ’s followers, justified in him by baptism, have truly become God’s sons and daughters, sharers in his life, and therefore truly holy. 

With God’s help they have to keep and develop that holiness he has given them, to live as saints should live. But we all fail frequently and stand always in need of God’s mercy, 

therefore we should pray each day: ‘Forgive us our trespasses’. 

So it is clear enough that all the faithful, whatever their situation, are called to holiness, 

to the perfection of charity. And if they are holy they make all human life more truly human. They must use their Christ-given strength imitating Christ doing God’s will in everything, spending themselves for God’s glory and in the service of their neighbour.  

Thus the Church’s holiness will grow and bear fruit, as the lie of many a saint bears witness. 

People’s lives and duties differ but they all strive for the same holiness; when moved by the Spirit, they obey and worship the Faith. Thus they follow the suffering Christ so as one day to share in his glory. 

According to his or her own personal gifts and duties each one must walk in living faith - a faith that rouses hope, a faith that works through love. 

(Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, chap. 5 n.40, 41)
Comment on the statement: So it is clear enough that all the faithful, whatever their situation, are called to holiness, to the perfection of charity. And if they are holy they make all human life more truly human.

How easy is it to lead a holy life in your daily circumstances?

What are the difficulties in following a life of holiness in today’s world?

How can your church community assist your growth in holiness?  
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5. Communion in Christ

Read the following from St. Paul’s letter to the Galatians:
As for me, the very Law brought me to die to the Law, that I may live for God. I am crucified with Christ. Do I live? It is no longer me, Christ lives in me. My life in this body is life through faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me. In this way I don’t ignore the gift of God, for, if holiness were through the practice of the Law, Christ would have died for nothing. (Gal. 2:19-21)

How conscious are you of your faith as a gift which underpins your whole life?

What sense do you have of Christ living in you?
How intimate do you feel your relationship with Christ is?

What ways do you feel you can draw ever closer to Christ? 

If the Second Vatican Council is remembered by Catholics it is normally for the changes that were made to the celebration of the liturgy and to stress especially the centrality of the eucharist in the life of the Church:

The liturgy remains the highest peak of the Church’s activity, the well-spring of its power. For the goal of the apostolate is that all who are baptized and believe should assemble to praise God to share in the sacrifice and to eat the Lord’s supper. 

In its own turn the liturgy inspires the faithful as they receive the sacraments to share in the one holiness. It prays that their manner of life will tally with what they believe; 

It renews the covenant between God and man; it draws the faithful within God’s love. 

It is from the liturgy, especially from the Eucharist,

that God is glorified, 

that men and women are most powerfully sanctified in Christ, 

that God’s life comes to us. 

For the liturgy to have its full effect the faithful must come to it with sincerity and awareness, co-operating with this gift of God’s life so that it becomes fruitful in them. 

Therefore priests should realize that liturgical celebration demands more than mere obedience to rubrics and laws. It is for them to ensure that the faithful take a truly active part, with awareness of what they are doing, with spiritual benefit to themselves. 
(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy n.10, 11)
The spiritual life involves more than taking part in the liturgy. 

Christians must not only pray collectively but personally as well and our prayer should be continuous. 

Christians must always bear in themselves the dying of Jesus so that the life of Jesus 

may be shown in them too. (cf. 2 Corinthians 4:l0-ll) 

That is why at Mass we ask God to accept our Spiritual sacrifice and to work on us until we too become an eternal offering to him. 

(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy n.12)

In what ways are you conscious of the Mass being the highest peak of the Church’s activity, the well-spring of its power?

In what ways might there be an enhancement in the celebration of Mass in your community so that God is glorified, 

            that men and women are most powerfully sanctified in Christ, 

            that God’s life comes to us?

Is there anything in the current celebration of Mass in your community which detracts from the aspiration contained in this text?

What resolution will you be making about your personal spiritual life as a result of this course? 
