
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.

[The discussion questions are intended to help clarify the ideas presented in the readings and to stimulate understanding of what has already been experienced.  The facilitator reads aloud the text in italics before each dialogue.]

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.  Each person will address himself only to the whole group.
· 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.  By the time he was elected pope in 1978, John Paul II had lived as a student, stone quarry laborer, actor, playwright, philologist, seminarian, mystic, pastor and philosopher.  This background prepared him richly for the work the Church would call him to do.  Through his teaching in philosophy and theology, he developed his dazzling intellect; through his more humble work as a laborer, parish priest and youth counselor, he gained the invaluable experiences of ordinary life.  He developed a profound appreciation for manual labor and the dignity of the ordinary man.  His poem, called ‘Participation,” reveals such a respect:


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, Karol Wojtyla taught philosophy at the Catholic University of Lublin, continuing his connection there even after his election as bishop.  During this time he wrote abundantly on matters of philosophy, in the form of essays as well as his book, Love and Responsibility.  Although he possessed a gift for abstract thinking, Wojtyla drew from his own concrete experiences and feelings as a primary source for this book.  He contemplated his own life as a man and as a pastor, as well as the experiences of those whom he guided.

   
He was not afraid to consider experience, his own or anyone else’s, in his search for philosophical truth.  As a matter of fact, he believed that truth can only be enhanced by the encounter with human experience.  He cautioned, however, against a superficial interpretation of one’s experiences.  He insisted that all human experiences contain hidden dimensions, depths that must fathomed, if one is to rely on them as a source of knowledge and truth.

These questions may be used to begin discussion. 

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 lived 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 Man and Woman He Created Them by Pope John Paul II [provided at the end of this sample] followed by silent reflection.  This section is optional.  Participants may prefer to add 3:00 (3 minutes) to each dialogue session. [10:00]

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: In the pope’s play, “The Jeweler’s Shop,” which tells the story of three couples, an important theme is man’s longing for intimacy.  This longing is complicated by the male’s struggle to open himself up to such intimacy, resulting in a particular suffering for the female.  Act I’s Chorus cries, “Ah, how man thirsts for feelings, how people thirst for intimacy.”  At the beginning of the play, the widow Teresa, who was happily married to Andrew, recalls Andrew’s marriage proposal.  As a dramatic device, Andrew, though long dead, speaks for himself. In coming to recognize his love for Teresa he describes how he breaks through his isolation.  He tried to banish her from his consciousness.  “It seemed to me,” he said, that “she pursued me with her love and that I must cut myself off decisively.”  Only later would he come to understand 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 edge of break-up, speaks of her 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]: Participants read silently:  John Paul II turns to the book of Genesis to form the basis of his study of marriage.  Jesus Christ himself inspires such a return to the “beginning.”  He does so in his response to the Pharisees’ questions concerning the indissolubility of marriage in Matthew 19:3-9.  Jesus answers them by pointing them back to the “beginning,” specifically to Genesis 1:27 and 2:24.  Prompted by Christ’s own example, John Paul II proposes this same act of reflection to those in contemporary culture who question the meaning of marriage. 

   
John Paul II began the Wednesday Catecheses in preparation for the Synod on the Family as a series of reflections on the family, which he called a “community of human and Christian life which has been fundamental from the beginning.”  His catecheses began on September 5, 1979 and continued until November 28, 1984.  These addresses were originally published by St. Paul Editions in four books entitled Original Unity of Man and Woman, Blessed are the Pure of Heart, Theology of Marriage & Celibacy, and Reflections on “Humanae Vitae.” 

   
In a papal retreat given in 1976 to Paul VI, John Paul II-- then Bishop Wojtyla-- had emphasized the fundamental importance of Genesis 1-3 in explaining the Christian meaning of the human person.  He argued that the natures of man and the world prove tremendously difficult to understand unless one considers the story of their creation.  He compares the Genesis story to something like an embryo, containing all that will in time make up the full-grown person.  He states in Familiaris Consortio that Jesus Christ “reveals the original truth of marriage, the truth of the ‘beginning.’”  Furthermore, if the family is to discover its true identity and vocation in history, it must look to the “beginning” of God’s creative act.  In Mulieris Dignitatem we find once more a reference to that “biblical ‘beginning’” which intimately links all of humanity.

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 does our society base its 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]
O Lord, our Lord, how glorious is your name over all the earth! You have exalted your majesty above the heavens.

Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings you have fashioned praise because of your foes,

to silence the hostile and the vengeful.

When I behold your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars which you set in place - What is man that you should be mindful of him or the son of man that you should care for him?


You have made him little less than the angels, and crowned him with glory and honor


You have given him rule over the works of your hands, putting all things under his feet: All sheep and oxen yes, and the beasts of the field,

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

O Lord, our Lord, how glorious is your name over 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
Optional Readings from Man and Woman He Created Them

The facilitator may choose from among the following:
1. September 26, 1979 [Audience 4 (pp. 142-146)] “In the interpretation of the revelation about man. . . a clearer view of it.” (p 145 #4, middle of paragraph)
In the interpretation of the revelation about man, and above all about the body, we must, for understandable reasons, appeal to experience, because bodily man is perceived by us above all in experience.  In the light of the fundamental considerations just mentioned, we have every right to be convinced that this “historical” experience of ours must in some way stop at the threshold of man’s original innocence, because it remains inadequate to it. Yet, in the light of the same introductory considerations, we must reach the conviction that in this case, our human experience is in some way a legitimate means for theological interpretation and that, in a certain sense, it is an indispensable point of reference to which we must appeal in the interpretation of the “beginning.”  A more detailed analysis of the text will allow us to have a clearer view of it.

2. Ibid. Footnote # 8 “When we speak about the relationship. . . which is an existence of the body.”  (pp 145-146)
8. When we speak here about the relationship between “experience” and “revelation,” indeed about a surprising convergence between them, we only wish to observe that man, in his present state of existence in the body, experiences many limits, sufferings, passions, weaknesses, and finally death itself, which relates his existence at the same time to another and different state or dimension.  When St. Paul speaks about the “redemption of the body,” he speaks with the language of revelation; experience is not, in fact, able to grasp this content or rather reality. At the same time, within this content as a whole, the author of Romans 8:23 takes up everything that is offered to him, to him as much as in some way to every man (independent of his relationship with revelation), through the experience of human existence, which is an existence in the body.  
3. December 12, 1979 [Audience 11 (pp. 169-173)] “One can say that the analysis. . . do not realize their extraordinary character.” (pp. 169 #1-170, middle of 1st. paragraph)
1. ONE CAN SAY THAT THE ANALYSIS of the first chapters of Genesis forces us in some way to reconstruct the constitutive elements of man’s original experience. In this sense, the Yahwist text is by its own character a special source.  When we speak of original human experiences, we have in mind not so much their distance in time, as rather their foundational significance.  The important thing, therefore, is not that these experiences belong to man’s prehistory (to his “theological prehistory”),but that they are always at the root of every human experience. That is true even though, in the unfolding of ordinary human existence, we pay little attention to these essential experiences. Indeed, they are so interwoven with the ordinary things of life that we generally do not realize their extraordinary character. 
4. April 2, 1980 [Audience 23 (pp. 218-223)] “Matthew and Mark report. . . the fully Christian vision of marriage and family originates.”  (pp. 218 #1 -220 #3 middle of 1st.  paragraph)
1.  MATTHEW AND MARK REPORT the answer Christ gave to the Pharisees when they asked him about the indissolubility of marriage, appealing to the Law of Moses that allowed in certain cases the practice of the so-called certificate of divorce. Reminding them of the first chapters of Genesis, Christ answered, “Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator created them male and female and said, “For this reason a man will leave his father and his mother and unite with his wife, and the two will be one flesh?’  So it is that they are no longer two, but one single flesh. Therefore what God has joined let man not separate.”  After this, addressing their question about the Law of Moses, Christ added, “Because of the hardness of your heart Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so”(Mt 19:3-8; Mk 12:2-9).  In his answer, Christ appealed twice to the “beginning” and thus we too, in the course of our analyses, have attempted to clarify as deeply as possible the meaning of this “beginning,” which is the first inheritance of every human being in the world, man and woman, the first witness of human identity according to the revealed word, the first source of the certainty of his vocation as a person created in the image of God himself.
2. Christ’s answer has a historical meaning, but not only a historical one.  Human beings of all times raise the question about the same topic.  The same is true about our contemporaries, who in their questions do not, however, appeal to the Law of Moses that allowed the certificate of divorce, but to other circumstances and other laws.  Their questions are charged with problems unknown to the interlocutors at the time of Christ.  We know what sort of questions about marriage and the family were addressed to the last Council, to Pope Paul VI, and are continuously being formulated in the post-conciliar period, day after day, in the most varied circumstances.  They are asked by single persons, by married and engaged couples, by young people, but also by writers, journalists, politicians, economists, demographers, in sum, by contemporary culture and civilization.  

I think that among the answers that Christ would give to the people of our times and to their questions, often so impatient, fundamental would still be the one he gave to the Pharisees.  In answering these questions, Christ would appeal first of all to the “beginning.”  He would perhaps do so all the more decidedly and essentially, inasmuch as man’s inner and simultaneously cultural situation seems to move away from that beginning and assume forms and dimensions that diverge from the biblical image of the “beginning” to points that are evidently ever more distant.
At any rate, Christ would not be “surprised” by any of these situations, and I suppose that he would continue to refer above all to the “beginning.”
3.  This is the reason why Christ’s answer called for a particularly deep analysis.  In fact, this answer recalled fundamental and elementary truths about the human being as man and woman.  Through this answer, we gain insight into the very structure of human identity in the dimensions of the mystery of creation and, at the same time, in the perspective of the mystery of redemption.  Without this answer, one cannot build a theological anthropology and, in its context, a “theology of the body” from which also the fully Christian vision of marriage and the family originates.
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