SESSION ONE

An Introduction to the Major Themes

The Importance of Experience in Understanding Revelation
____________________________________________

This first six-week season lays the foundation for understanding the theology of the body. The 20th century witnessed a revolution in the way our society treats love, marriage, and sexuality.  While it brought a much-needed emphasis on love and intimacy it ultimately degraded them by equating them simply with sexual expression.  We have lost the true meaning of the love that is central to the Gospel message.  John Paul II returns to God’s revelation in Scripture to discover what God’s plan is for the human person as man and woman and their loving communion.  The focus of Season One is the creation account of Genesis 1-4:1.  Season Two takes up the redemption of sexuality by reflecting on Jesus' words on "adultery in the heart" in Matthew 5:27-28.  Season Three explores the meaning of Ephesians 5: 21-33 for marriage and relations between men and women.  Finally Season Four relates all these texts to a theology of the body and a contemporary understanding of the person and marriage.

In order to prepare for the first session you were asked to read Genesis 2:4 to 4:1, which gives an account of the creation, the fall, and the promise of redemption of man and woman and forms the foundation of the pope’s reflections.  In this first season you will be learning new concepts, new ways of discovering God’s plan for humanity.  Because these concepts are unfamiliar, this season presents the greatest challenge to our contemporary ways of thinking and language.  It is especially important to attend every session and study attentively what the pope is saying.  It may not become clear all at once but you will find that it resonates with your deepest experiences.  It will all fall into place in the second six-week season on the redemption of sexuality, if not before.

[All page numbers refer to Crossing the Threshold of Love (CRT), except where otherwise noted. The facilitator reads the text in italics.]

Opening Prayer [1:00]

Explanation of Meeting Format and Ground Rules for Dialogues. [4:00]  

Format for "A New Language" Study Series on The Theology of the Body 

· Members of the group are encouraged to participate at least once during the meeting. 

· Discussion remains within the group so that participants feel free to share. 

· There will be no cross-talk or comment on the remarks of another. 

· Members are encouraged to offer ways the topic applies to their own lives. 

· Members will be brief and to the point in their comments, allowing others time to share. 

· There will be a respect for silence, even when it seems awkward.

John Paul II called his reflections on Scripture “Catechesis,” a particular kind of Christian teaching, which is meant not only to inform but also to transform the mind and heart.  This takes place above all in the encounter with what he calls “lived experience.”  The study guide has been designed to make possible such an encounter with lived experience.  So we begin by listening to John Paul II's own words on experience.

Dialogue [15:00]: Have participants read silently.  The questions may be used to begin discussion. 

From pp. 3-4 of Crossing the Threshold of Love by Mary Shivanandan, STD

Reprinted with permission of T & T Clark Ltd solely for use in the first session of "A New Language" study series.

No other use or duplication is allowed.   
"The Experiential Foundation" 

By the time John Paul II was elected to the papacy in 1978, he had followed several vocations and avocations - student, laborer in a stone quarry, actor, playwright, philologist, seminarian, mystic, pastor and philosopher. These gave him a particularly rich background for the work he was destined to do in the Church. Not only did he develop his formidable intellectual gifts through teaching in philosophy and moral theology, but he gained invaluable experience of ordinary life through work during the war as a laborer and in a different way as a parish priest and youth counselor. He acquired a deep respect for manual labor and the dignity of the ordinary man. So he wrote in a poem called 'Participation:'

 How splendid these men, no airs, no graces,

 I know you, look into your hearts,

 No pretense stands between us,

 Some hands are for toil, some for the cross.

During the 1950s Wojtyla taught philosophy at the Catholic University of Lublin and continued his connection with the philosophy department even after he was elected bishop. In this period he wrote numerous philosophical essays; and his book Love and Responsibility was primarily philosophical. But he stresses experience as a primary source of the work, the experiences of many who came to him as their pastor as well as 'his own personal experience of, and feelings, about, these matters' (Love and Responsibility, 9). 

 
He says categorically that he is not afraid of experience, anyone's experience, but he appeals to readers not to limit the notion of experience to what is on the surface but to fathom the full depths of experience. If the hidden dimensions are omitted, experience is robbed of its validity 'though it is the sole source of information and the basis of all reliable knowledge on whatever subject.' Truth, he asserts, 'can only be enhanced from a confrontation with experience" (Love and Responsibility, 10).

1. How did John Paul II’s hard labor as a youth and his pastoral work influence his thought on “lived experience?”

2. How do you define “lived experience” in your own words?

3. What are some “hidden dimensions” of experience?

4. What circumstances can you think of where persons omit their experiences’ hidden dimensions?

5. When two persons with entirely different “lived experiences” come together, how can they communicate?

__________________________________________
Reading by Leader of appropriate texts from Theology of the Body by Pope John Paul II (citations are found in Facilitator Guide) followed by silent reflection.  This section is optional and the leader should choose from among the suggested texts.  Participants may prefer to add 3:00 (3 minutes) to each dialogue session. [10:00]

Readings from The Theology of the Body by Pope John Paul II

(These readings are from The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan by Pope John Paul II. 
Page numbers are taken from the 1997 Pauline Media & Books Edition) 

(1) From the General Audience of September 26, 1979, page 34,
         "The Boundary between Original Innocence and Redemption"   

"In the interpretation of the revelation about man, and especially about the body, we must, for understandable reasons, refer to experience, since corporeal man is perceived by us mainly by experience. In the light of the above mentioned fundamental considerations, we have every right to the conviction that this 'historical' experience of ours must, in a certain way, stop at the threshold of man's original innocence, since it is inadequate in relation to it. However, in the light of the same introductory considerations, we must arrive at the conviction that our human experience is, in this case, to some extent a legitimate means for theological interpretation. In a certain sense, it is an indispensable point of reference, which we must keep in mind for interpreting the beginning. A more detailed analysis of the text will enable us to have a clearer view of it." 

(2) From footnote 8 of the General Audience of September 26, 1979, page 93,
         "The Boundary between Original Innocence and Redemption" 

"Speaking here of the relationship between 'experience' and 'revelation,' indeed of a surprising convergence between them, we wish merely to say that man in his present state of existing in the body, experiences numerous limitations, sufferings, passions, weaknesses and finally death itself, which, at the same time, refer this existence of his in the body to another and different state or dimension. When St. Paul writes of the 'redemption of the body,' he speaks with the language of revelation; experience, in fact, is not able to grasp this content or rather this reality. At the same time, in this content as a whole, the author of Romans 8:23 includes everything that is offered both to him and, in a certain way, to every man (independently of his relationship with revelation) through the experience of human existence, which is an existence in the body." 

(3) From the General Audience of December 12, 1979, page 51,
         "The Meaning of Original Human Experience"

"The analysis of the first chapters of Genesis forces us, in a way, to reconstruct the elements that constitute man's original experience. In this sense, the character of the Yahwist text makes it a special source. Speaking of original human experiences, we have in mind not so much their distance in time, as rather their basic significance. The important thing is not that these experiences belong to man's prehistory (to his 'theological pre-history'), but that they are always at the root of every human experience. This is true even if in the evolution of ordinary human experience, little attention is paid to these essential experiences. They are so intermingled with the ordinary things of life that we do not generally notice their extraordinary character."

________________________________
In the readings for today the Pope wants to show that the revelation of man's beginning as described in Genesis is in accord with our own experience and is in some sense "an indispensable point of reference."  The pope began to express his thoughts on the person, love, and marriage in his plays.  The Jeweler’s Shop is one such play.  In this passage Andrew and Theresa, a happily married couple, and Anna and Stefan, whose marriage is on the verge of break-up, take up the theme of intimacy.

Dialogue [15:00]:  (Participants read silently.) 

From pp. 9-10 of Crossing the Threshold of Love by Mary Shivanandan, STD 

Reprinted with permission of T & T Clark Ltd solely for use in the first session of "A New Language" study series. 
No other use or duplication is allowed. 

The Jeweler's Shop: Marital Love 

...Another theme (developed more fully in The Radiation of Fatherhood) is man's longing for intimacy and the inability, especially of the male, to open himself up to intimacy which results in a particular suffering for the female. So the Chorus in Act I cries: 'Ah, how man thirsts for feelings, how people thirst for intimacy.' Teresa, at the beginning of the play, recalls Andrew's marriage proposal. As a dramatic device, Andrew, who is dead before the play begins, speaks for himself. He describes how he breaks through his isolation in coming to recognize his love for Teresa. He tried to push her from his consciousness. 'It seemed to me she pursued me with her love and that I must cut myself off decisively.' He came to understand later her 'discreet suffering, which at that time I did not want to know and today am willing to regard as our common good.' 

While love draws Andrew out of his solitude, Anna, whose marriage to Stefan is on the verge of break-up, gives voice to a sense of alienation: 

 Is it not too terrible a thing

 to have committed the walls of my interior to a single inhabitant

 who could disinherit my self and somehow deprive me of my place in it!... 

 It did not hurt him; he did not feel it... 

 He left me with a hidden wound,

 thinking, no doubt, she will get over it... 

 I did not want to feel like an object

 that cannot be lost

 once it has been acquired.

1. Describe the inner experiences of the two couples. 

2. What is the difference between Andrew's solitude and Anna's sense of alienation?

3. Why is intimacy so important, especially for a woman? 

4. Why do we long for intimacy?

5. Who alone can satisfy our longing?

Now we turn to the reason why the pope starts his catechesis with the Genesis account of creation.

Dialogue [15:00]: Pages 94-95.  (Participants read silently.) 

From pp. 94-95 of Crossing the Threshold of Love by Mary Shivanandan, STD 

Reprinted with permission of T & T Clark Ltd solely for use in the first session of "A New Language" study series.
No other use or duplication is allowed. 

Return to the ‘Beginning’

Why did the Pope turn to the Genesis text for the basis of his theological anthropology in relation to marriage? He himself gives as the first reason because Jesus, in answering the question of the Pharisees on the indissolubility of marriage in Matthew 19:3-9, referred them back to the ‘beginning,’ specifically to Genesis 1:27 and 2:24. He surmises that Christ would give the same answer to those who pose the question on marriage today in terms of contemporary culture and civilization (OU, Apr 2, 1980).

John Paul II began the Wednesday Catecheses during the preparations for the Synod on the Family as a series of reflections on the family, ‘this community of human and Christian life which has been fundamental from the beginning’ (OU, Sept. 5, 1979). He gave the first catechesis on September 5, 1979, and continued until November 28, 1984. They were originally published by St Paul Editions in four books under the titles of Original Unity of Man and Woman, Blessed are the Pure of Heart, Theology of Marriage & Celibacy and Reflections on ‘Humanae Vitae.’

Already in Sign of Contradiction, the papal retreat given in 1976 to Paul VI, Bishop Wojtyla had stressed the fundamental importance of Genesis 1-3 in the articulation of a Christian anthropology. There, he asserted that ‘indeed it seems to me that unless one does so reflect upon that fundamental ensemble of facts and situations it becomes extremely difficult – if not impossible – to understand man and the world.’ He calls the Genesis account something like an embryo containing all that will in time make up the full-grown person. In Familiaris Consortio he states that ‘He, [Jesus Christ] reveals the original truth of marriage, the truth of the “beginning;”’ (no.13); and ‘accordingly, the family must go back to the “beginning” of God’s creative act if it is to attain self-knowledge and self-realization in accordance with the inner truth not only of what it is, but also of  what it does in history’ (no. 170). Mulieris Dignitatem (no. 2) also refers to the fundamental inheritance of all humanity that is linked with the mystery of the biblical “beginning.”’ 

1. Why did John Paul II write the Wednesday Catechesis?

2. What import does John Paul II give to “the beginning” in this Catechesis?

3. In what ways can we see our society moving away from “the beginning?”

4. To what extent do we base our understanding of marriage and divorce on Christ’s reference to “the beginning?”

5. What does John Paul II mean by “the inner truth of what it (marriage) is, but also of what it does in history?” 

The Bible gives us an exalted account of man's place in creation.  Let us reflect now on Psalm 8.

Scripture Meditation:  Read aloud Psalm 8 [2:00]

Psalms 8
1  For the leader; "upon the gittith." A psalm of David. 

2  O LORD, our Lord, how awesome is your name through all the earth!

    You have set your majesty above the heavens! 

3  Out of the mouths of babes and infants you have drawn a defense against your foes,

    to silence enemy and avenger. 

4  When I see your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and stars that you set
     in place-- 

5  What are humans that you are mindful of them, mere mortals that you care for them? 

6  Yet you have made them little less than a god, crowned them with glory and honor. 

7  You have given them rule over the works of your hands, put all things at their feet: 

8  All sheep and oxen, even the beasts of the field, 

9  The birds of the air, the fish of the sea, and whatever swims the paths of the seas. 

10  O LORD, our Lord, how awesome is your name through all the earth! 

Silent Reflection [5:00]

Brief Discussion: Participants choose their specific evangelization for the coming week.  Is there some point that might affect your life in the next week or two? [5:00]

Closing Prayer and Adjournment [5:00]

SUGGESTED CLOSING PRAYER FOR ALL SESSIONS

THE TRINITY PRAYER by Pope John Paul II

May the power of the Father govern and protect us.

May the wisdom of the Son teach and enlighten us.

May the love of the Holy Spirit renew and quicken us.

May the blessing of the all-holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

Be with us now and forever.  Amen.

Session One references to Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC): §§ 396-400, 374, 1703, 1718-19, 705

Catechism of the Catholic Church

III. ORIGINAL SIN 
Freedom put to the test 

396 God created man in his image and established him in his friendship. A spiritual creature, man can live this friendship only in free submission to God. The prohibition against eating "of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil" spells this out: "for in the day that you eat of it, you shall die."276 The "tree of the knowledge of good and evil"277 symbolically evokes the insurmountable limits that man, being a creature, must freely recognize and respect with trust. Man is dependent on his Creator, and subject to the laws of creation and to the moral norms that govern the use of freedom. 

Man's first sin 

397 Man, tempted by the devil, let his trust in his Creator die in his heart and, abusing his freedom, disobeyed God's command. This is what man's first sin consisted of.278 All subsequent sin would be disobedience toward God and lack of trust in his goodness. 

398 In that sin man preferred himself to God and by that very act scorned him. He chose himself over and against God, against the requirements of his creaturely status and therefore against his own good. Constituted in a state of holiness, man was destined to be fully "divinized" by God in glory. Seduced by the devil, he wanted to "be like God", but "without God, before God, and not in accordance with God".279 

399 Scripture portrays the tragic consequences of this first disobedience. Adam and Eve immediately lose the grace of original holiness.280 They become afraid of the God of whom they have conceived a distorted image - that of a God jealous of his prerogatives.281 
400 The harmony in which they had found themselves, thanks to original justice, is now destroyed: the control of the soul's spiritual faculties over the body is shattered; the union of man and woman becomes subject to tensions, their relations henceforth marked by lust and domination.282 Harmony with creation is broken: visible creation has become alien and hostile to man.283 Because of man, creation is now subject "to its bondage to decay".284 Finally, the consequence explicitly foretold for this disobedience will come true: man will "return to the ground",285 for out of it he was taken. Death makes its entrance into human history.286 

IV. MAN IN PARADISE 
374 The first man was not only created good, but was also established in friendship with his Creator and in harmony with himself and with the creation around him, in a state that would be surpassed only by the glory of the new creation in Christ. 

MAN: THE IMAGE OF GOD 

1703 Endowed with "a spiritual and immortal" soul,5 the human person is "the only creature on earth that God has willed for its own sake."6 From his conception, he is destined for eternal beatitude. 

II. THE DESIRE FOR HAPPINESS 

1718 The Beatitudes respond to the natural desire for happiness. This desire is of divine origin: God has placed it in the human heart in order to draw man to the One who alone can fulfill it: 

We all want to live happily; in the whole human race there is no one who does not assent to this proposition, even before it is fully articulated.13 

How is it, then, that I seek you, Lord? Since in seeking you, my God, I seek a happy life, let me seek you so that my soul may live, for my body draws life from my soul and my soul draws life from you.14 
God alone satisfies.15 
1719 The Beatitudes reveal the goal of human existence, the ultimate end of human acts: God calls us to his own beatitude. This vocation is addressed to each individual personally, but also to the Church as a whole, the new people made up of those who have accepted the promise and live from it in faith. 

The Spirit of the promise 

705 Disfigured by sin and death, man remains "in the image of God," in the image of the Son, but is deprived "of the glory of God,"66 of his "likeness." The promise made to Abraham inaugurates the economy of salvation, at the culmination of which the Son himself will assume that "image"67 and restore it in the Father's "likeness" by giving it again its Glory, the Spirit who is "the giver of life." 

