Spiritual
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guide

The God of All
Januar y 2009

Dear Fellow Vincentians and Friends,
The first stated priority of the State Council which took up office in 2008 was the Spiritual Renewal
of the Society. During the course of the year, suggestions were made that one way to further that
process would be to seek to renew the content and presentation of the Spiritual Reflection Guides
that go out to dioceses and conferences each quarter.
With this mailing you will receive two documents that we trust will help to promote genuine
reflection and the personal enrichment of us all. Peace Out is a collection of readings and
prayers that has been prepared by the Youth Team, primarily for use in schools, but with much
wider applicability.
The January to March 2009 Spiritual Reflection Guide appears in its new format and with content
that seeks to connect with the seasons and Sundays of the Church year, but also to situate that
content in the context of our lives as members of the Society in Australia in 2009.
We commend both documents to you in the firm hope that they may be helpful in furthering the
spiritual development of conferences, members and volunteers. We will also be seeking your
responses to the changes that the two documents represent.
We ask God’s blessing on your lives as Vincentians. May 2009 be for you a year of peace and
good works.

Barbara Ryan						
President NSW State Council				

Bill Johnston
Spiritual Advisor

Our Mission

The St Vincent de Paul Society is a lay Catholic organisation that aspires to live the
Gospel message by serving Christ in the poor with love, respect, justice and joy, and
by working to shape a more just and compassionate society.

Our Vision

The St Vincent de Paul Society aspires to be recognised as a caring Catholic charity
offering “a hand up” to people in need. We do this by respecting their dignity, sharing
our hope, and encouraging them to take control of their own destiny.
Privacy Statement
Because the St Vincent de Paul Society respects the privacy of the people it serves, the names of any
clients featured in this guide have been changed and pictorial models used.
The Spiritual Reflection Guides of the St Vincent de Paul Society is produced by Spiritual Advisor, Bill
Johnston. Acknowledgements: Design: Rachel Anne Irvine Editorial: Jessica Pollard, Kate Scholl.
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God With Us
The Epiphany of the Lord
Isa 60: 1-6
Ps 71:1-2.7-8.10-13
Eph 3:2-3.5-6
Mt 2:1-12

A Cautionary tale about Christmas

One Christmas holiday Sherlock Holmes and Mr Watson
went on a camping trip. After a fulfilling meal they lay
down in their tent for the night and went to sleep. Some
hours later, Holmes awoke and nudged his faithful friend
awake. “Watson, lookup and tell me what you see.”
Watson replied, “I see millions and millions of stars.”
“What does that tell you?” Holmes questioned.
Watson pondered for a minute. “Astronomically, it tells me
that there are millions of galaxies and potentially billions
of planets. Astrologically, I observe that Saturn is in Leo.
Logically, I deduce that the time is approximately a quarter
past three. Theologically, I can see that God is all powerful
and that we are small and insignificant. Meteorologically, I
suspect that we will have a beautiful day tomorrow.”

THIS WEEK...

Only two of the four Gospels have accounts
of the birth of Jesus. We narrate the
story in Saint Luke at our ceremonies of
Readings and Carols and in the liturgy
of the Christmas Masses. Luke stresses
the humility and ordinariness of Christ's
birth in Bethlehem. But in the Gospel of
today, Matthew describes the visit of
the wise men from the East, bringing
gifts and worshipping the child Jesus
as King. He does this against the vivid
background story of King Herod plotting
to eliminate any newborn who might
prove to be a rival.

Prayer for the New Year
Give us this year faith in the presence
of God among us,
a faith that will help pave the way
for a present that is hopeful,
a future that is peaceful. AMEN.

January
S

M

T

W

T
1

F
2

4

5

6

7

8

9 10

“Is that all?” Holmes asked.
“Yes,” Watson replied. “Why have I missed something?”
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Holmes was quiet for a moment, then spoke. “Watson you
idiot! Someone has stolen the tent!”
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The lesson: This Christmas don’t forget the obvious.
CHRISTmas is about CHRIST!
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God Is Love
Baptism of the Lord
Isa 55:1-11, 12:2-6
1 Jn 5:1-9
Mk 1:7-11

When Love Dies

THIS WEEK...
Anyone who fails to love can never have
known God,
because God is love...
This is the love I mean:
not our love for God
but God's love for us.

Prayer for families
Loving Father,
Show your love to those who
especially need it:
This morning, as I arrived to go into the office, I became
the unexpected witness to a family episode that is all too
common.

To partners who separate,

A woman got out of her car beside the park and stood on the
footpath. Down the street came a man in his late thirties,
leading by the hand a little boy of three or four. In the
next few minutes it became clear that the child was being
returned to the mother after spending some time with his
father. The meeting took no more that five minutes but left
three very clear impressions; the genuineness of the love and
affection of both parents for their son; the body language
of separation between the two adults; the confusion and
distress of the child.

To those with no one to love or to
love them. AMEN.

How difficult must be the lives of many whom the Society
seeks to serve, when family breakdown is an element of the
poverty that they experience. How hard to believe in the
love of God when human love and relationships fail.

To children who grieve the loss of a
loving parent,
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Perhaps you have the experience of such a family in your
life as a Vincentian?
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Are there any special ways of being with people affected by
family breakdown?
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Here I am Lord
2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time

THIS WEEK...

1 Sam 3:3-10.19
Ps 39:2.4.7-10
1 Cor 6:13-15.17-20
Jn 1:35-42

Everyone has a vocation

Fred Hollows

Oodgeroo, Kath Walker

Sir William Deane

Perhaps we Catholics are too ready to reserve the use of the
word ‘vocation’ for those who are called to and choose a
priestly or religious way of life. And yet, it is hard to think
of the people pictured above without the conviction that
what they did with their lives, while being of their own
choice, nonetheless had the call of God in it as it unfolded.
Whether it be the wonderful work that still continues in the
Hollows Foundation, giving sight to thousands; the poetry
and writing of Oodgeroo Noonuccal, giving voice to the
aspirations of indigenous Australians; the inspiration for
national understanding and unity that Sir William Deane
brought to the role of Governor General of Australia, we
feel sure that each was faithful to their calling.
Have you felt the hand of God at times in the unfolding of
your own life?
Do you see the whole of your life as a call from God to
live out the good news of the Gospel, a vocation as real as
that given in today’s gospel by Jesus to Andrew and Simon
Peter?

In the scroll of the book it stands
written,
That I should do thy will,
Here I am, Lord,
I come to do thy will.
Psalm 39

Prayer
Lord, give us the grace
To see you more clearly,
To love you more dearly,
To follow you more nearly. AMEN.
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Good news for All
3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time
Jon 3:1-5.10
Ps 24:4-9
1Cor 7:29-31
Mk 1:14-20

The Conversion of Saint Paul

THIS WEEK...

I am Jesus the Nazarene, and you are
persecuting me... Stand up and go into
Damascus and there you will be told
what you have to do.
This man is my chosen instrument to
bring my name before pagans and pagan
kings and before the people of Israel
Acts 9 and 22

Prayer from Islam

There are few more dramatic moments in the early Church
than the two accounts in the Acts of the Apostles of the
Conversion of Saint Paul. These are being celebrated today
in a Church year dedicated especially to him.
Much of the later writing of the New Testament illustrates
his imposing and dedicated insistence that the Good News
of Jesus is for the whole world, not something reserved for
any one group of people. There is in Saint Paul a strength
and commitment to the essential message of the ‘good news’
that is both crystal clear and inspirational.
For Christians of 2009, two great challenges remain that at
times appear opposed to one another; the call for unity of
Christians in living the Good News of the Gospel and that
of respect for the religious freedom of all other traditions.

In the name of God, the
compassionate, the merciful, look
with compassion on the whole human
family; take away the controversial
teachings of arrogance, divisions and
hatreds, which have badly infected
our hearts; break down the walls that
separate us; reunite us in bonds of
love; and work through our struggle
and confusion to accomplish Your
purposes on earth; that, in Your
good time, all nations and races may
jointly serve You in justice, peace and
harmony. AMEN.
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Faithful Devotion
4th Sunday in Ordinary Time
Deut 18:15-20
Ps 94:1-2.6-9
1 Cor 7:32-35
Mk 1:21-28

Faithful Devotion to the Poor

THIS WEEK...

One of the suggestions for an epitaph for
Thomas Dunlea was the following:
"And there are those who have little and
give it all; These are the believers in life
and the bounty of life; And their coffer
is never empty. There are those who give
with joy, and that joy is their reward.
And there are those who give with pain,
and that pain is their baptism; And there
are those who give and know not pain in
giving, Nor do they seek joy, nor give
with mindfulness of virtue: They give as
in yonder valley the myrtle breathers its
fragrance into space. Through the hands of
such as these God speaks, And from behind
their eyes He smiles upon the earth."
Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet

Father Tom Dunlea, a charming Irishman who died in
1970 as Pastor of Saint Michael’s Parish Hurstville came to
Sydney in the 1920s. He knew the Great Depression as a
young priest in the southern region of Sydney; had a special
concern for the homeless; founded Australia’s first Boys
Town for homeless boys at Engadine; established Alcoholics
Anonymous in Australia, and worked to establish the selfhelp group GROW for people living with mental illness.
He had connections on several fronts with the work of the
St Vincent de Paul Society. One of his friends, Father John
McRae, wrote of him:
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“He dispelled all fear, his trust in God and in the goodness
of people, even those who regarded themselves as failures,
was tremendous. Talking of fear, he once said to me:
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‘When a boy spits on you with hate, it is because he is afraid
and has been hurt. He has been looking for love and has not
been given it.’”
John McSweeney PE, A Welcome on the Mat

Lord Our God
Help us to love you with all our
hearts
And to love all as you love them.
AMEN.
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We Believe in Life
5th Sunday in Ordinary Time
Job 7:1-4.6-7
Ps 146:1-6
1 Cor 9:16-19.22-23
Mk 1:29-39

THIS WEEK...
I have come that they may have life
and have it to the full.
John 10: 10

We never give up on people

On November 9th, news bulletins in Australia carried
announcements of the execution by firing squad of the Bali
bombers. It is to the credit of Australia as a nation that it
strenuously opposes the death penalty as a kind of admission
of human failure without the possibility of rehabilitation.
And there is a saying, attributed to Mahatma Gandhi, that
says: “If you insist on an eye for an eye, both people end up
blind”.
The question was once asked of a State Council President:
“Can a Vincentian ever say no to a request for assistance?”
The answer came back, “Yes, a decision may well be made
that certain assistance is not appropriate, or in the client’s
best interests”. But that does not mean that the door is
shut on the person, or that an offer of connection and
relationship is withdrawn.
And there often lies the very difficult dilemma for Society
members in their work. Sound human judgment has to
apply and yet ongoing relationship is to be offered. For in
the end, to quote Graham English to our members again,
“Your God finds them delightful , and there is nothing you
or they can do about it”.
For full text please email bill.johnston@vinnies.org.au

Prayer
Restore in us your vision
Of a world and of people made
whole.
Inspire us to keep renewing our
commitment.
To be good news to the poor.
AMEN.
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Our God Finds

them delightful
6th Sunday in Ordinary Time

THIS WEEK...

Extracts follow from a presentation to Regional Presidents of
the Society made in early November by Dr. Graham English of
the Australian Catholic University about young adults and the
Church.

The young are worth being with, and passing
on the Good News to and they will pass it
on if it is Good News to them. Often I am
amazed by them. I have no desire to live
to be a hundred but I would really love
to know what these young people are like
when they are my age. I am very hopeful
for them.

Lev 13:1-2.44-46
Ps 31:1-2.5.11
1 Cor 10:31-11:1
Mk 1:40-45

“In the 1970s almost every advantage we had in maintaining
Catholic solidarity and identity disappeared quickly, without
anyone, bishops, priests or people being prepared for the changes
or having any clear idea let alone consensus about how to deal
with them.
…I teach Religious Education to people who will mostly teach
in Catholic or other religious schools, or who do already. I often
see young people grow in understanding or acceptance as the
result of the religious education they experience at university.
I see them fired up with social justice or determined to live
searching committed lives. It is a delight to see young, awkward,
sometimes disillusioned or angry people come in first year and,
via their reading, experience and teaching practice become
young adults who will be fine teachers of young Australians.
For example, I want to have my students know that God finds
them delightful and that nothing they do can stop that. I want
them to know and experience that the whole point of the
Incarnation is that God takes creation so seriously as to take
on its limitations. Jesus is God limited by the everyday mess of
being human. The whole point is that these molecules I am made
up of somehow reveal God. That’s what I want my students to
know, rejoice in and to pass on.”
Graham left his listeners with three unfinished sentences
which we might well complete for ourselves:
Something I am tempted to envy in the young is……….
Something important I had to decide for myself was……….
For me being a Catholic all boils down to……….

Thoughts from Dr. Graham English

The American philosopher John Dewey
pointed out in 1913 that unless a group can
have the young enthusiastic about what we
believe and do then the group will die out.
This applies as much to the Church as to
any other institution. We could die out. But
I believe we have a lot to offer.

Prayer
Good Lord, in your name,
May the young be courageous and
hopeful.
May the elderly be positive and
trusting. AMEN.
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Erring is Human

Forgiving Divine
7th Sunday in Ordinary Time
Isa 43:18-19.21-22 24-25
Ps 40:2-5.13-14
2 Cor 1:18-22
Mk 2:1-12

The Grace to Forgive and be Forgiven
Archbishop Desmond Tutu chaired the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, which in the
four years of its hearings dealt with thousands of instances
of hatred, bloodshed and torture in the era of apartheid.
The hearings were from the perspectives of both victim and
offender. Here is what he wrote about that experience:
“I have been bowled over by the incredible humility one
has experienced from the victims, both black and white,
who have suffered as much as they have. By rights they
should have been hate-ridden by lust for revenge. They
have exhilarated me by how ready they are to forgive. I have
come to see that. Yes of course you have an acknowledgment
by the wrong doer that they have done something that
was very wrong, that they owe to us confession so that the
victim, the survivor be enabled to forgive. But I have come
to believe fervently that forgiveness is not just a spiritual
and ethereal thing unrelated to the real world, the harsh
world out there. I have come to believe very fervently that
without forgiveness, there is no future.
…Forgiveness is the capacity to make a fresh start. That is
the power, the rational of confession and forgiveness. And
forgiveness is the grace by which you enable the other person
to get up, to get up with dignity and begin anew. Not to
forgive leads to bitterness and hatred, which just like selfhatred and self-contempt gnaws away at the vitals of one’s
being. Whether hatred is projected out or projected in, it is
always corrosive of the human spirit.”
Desmond Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness

THIS WEEK...
My child, your sins are forgiven, .who
can forgive sins but God?
Mark 2
Not seven, I tell you, but seventyseven times.
Matthew 18
Have you in your life
been able to see the
giving and receiving of
forgiveness as the capacity
to make a fresh start?
Do you see the power to
forgive as a grace from
God?

Prayer
Give us this day our daily bread,
forgive us our sins,
as we forgive those who sin against
us. AMEN.
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Remember

Man and Woman
1st Sunday of Lent
Gen 9:8-15
Ps 24:4-9
1 Pet 3:18-22
Mk 1:12-15

We have not here a lasting city
Christian celebration of Lent takes its origin from Mark’s
account of Jesus being in the wilderness for forty days. Its
themes are repentance, self-denial and reflection on the
events leading up to the passion and death of Jesus.
Lent is also very much a time of reality check about the
nature of human life and destiny. We are reminded, again
and again, that ‘we have not here a lasting city, but we
look for one that is to come’. One aspect of the Christian
celebration of Lent is to reorient and reenergize ourselves. It
was expressed in a somewhat amusing form by Peter SaintAndre in a journal entry of 1995:
“I’ve been thinking quite a bit lately about my future. I
will hit the big ‘3-0’ next year and I guess milestones like
that tend to make one think about how far one has come
and how far one has yet to go. I’m planning on living to at
least 84 (that’s my bare minimum, since it gets me halfway
through the next century) and hopefully to 100, so I’ve
got quite a few years ahead of me. But I get these glimpses
sometimes of the shortness of life, and they give me reason
to wake up and get moving. They also make me think about
the meaning of life. You know, what are we all here for?”
This young man - and thirty is young, isn’t it- was not
writing from any spiritual or theological perspective, but his
comments speak with force to those beginning the journey
of Lent towards Easter. For the Christian life is much more
about doing good, than doing penance.

THIS WEEK...
When you give alms, your left hand
must not know what your right hand
is doing.
When you pray go to your private
room.
When you fast, no one will know you
are fasting.
Matthew 6

Prayer
Father, in this time of repentance
We call out for your mercy.
Bring us back to you
And to the life your son won for us
By his death on the cross. AMEN.
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Transfiguration
2nd Sunday of Lent
Gen 22:1-2.9-13.15-18
Ps 115:10.15-19
Rom8:31-34
Mk 9:2-10

Back to the Day to Day
At this time in Lent, when
the liturgical readings build
up to the commemoration
of the Passion and Death of
Jesus, the Gospel accounts
of Mark, Matthew and Luke
all highlight this moment
when the Divinity of Jesus is
revealed to Peter, James and
John. So overwhelming and
out of the ordinary was the
event for the disciples that they were taken with fear. The
gospel depicts Jesus as both fully human and fully divine,
and we have to face the fact that in order for this to be true,
what we believe about human beings and about God has
to be rethought.
Then, from that exalted experience, the apostles returned
to the ordinary and ‘saw no one with them any more but
only Jesus’.
There are privileged spiritual times and experiences in the
life of most of us, times when, as it were, we seem to be given
the opportunity to see God more clearly. But these are the
exceptional times and then we return to the pattern of ‘not
seeing, but believing’. After such special moments, like the
disciples, we have to come down from the mountain.

THIS WEEK...
This is my Son the Beloved. Listen to
Him! Then suddenly, when they looked
round, they saw no one with them
anymore but only Jesus.
Mark 9

Prayer
We open our eyes and we see Jesus,
not casting us off, but leading us
down, leading us out - to ministry,
to people. Your love endures forever.
We open our ears and we hear your
voice, ‘This is my beloved Son, listen
to Him!’ And we give you thanks.
AMEN. William Loader
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Crucified Christ
3rd Sunday of Lent

THIS WEEK...

We are one

"There is no way of telling people that
they are all walking around shining like
the sun.... I suddenly saw the secret
beauty of their hearts, the depths of
their hearts... the core of their reality,
the person that each one is in God's
eyes. If only they could all see themselves
as they really are. If only we could see
each other that way all of the time."
Thomas Merton in "Conjectures of a
Guilty Bystander"

Ex 20:1-17
Ps 18:8-11
1 Cor 1:22-25
Jn 2:13-25

“This is our moment. This is
our time – to put our people
back to work and open doors
of opportunity for our kids; to
restore prosperity and promote
the cause of peace to reaffirm that
fundamental truth – that out of many, we are one; that while
we breathe, we hope, and where we are met with cynicism, and
doubt, and those who tell us that we can’t, we will respond with
that timeless creed that sums up the spirit of a people: yes we
can.” Barack Obama acceptance speech, 05/11/08
Barack Obama tapped into many people’s hearts, minds and
imaginations during the recent election campaign. He spoke of
unity, of the power of hard work and of the immense potential
of people who want things to change for the better. His words
provided inspiration and hope at a time where the lights of hope
seem to be growing dim in many places around the world. This
hope is charged with responsibility. We know a better world is
possible, now we have to take action and get moving.
Jesus took action when he discovered the traders in the temple.
“How dare you desecrate my father’s house of worship!” Every
day, temples of the Holy Spirit, our brothers and sisters in
Christ are desecrated through violence, abuse, trauma and
poverty. These people are forgotten by the world. We can ask
the perpetrators “How dare you desecrate the temple of the
Holy Spirit?” We must take action to restore the dignity of those
who suffer, because “we are one”. Think about the people you
serve in your Society work. How do you focus on the holiness
of these people? How do you help restore justice and peace to
their lives?

Prayer for those who have been forgotten
Love them, Lord, when others
cannot.
Hold them, Lord, when we fail with
human arms.
Hear their prayers and give them the
ability to hear You back in whatever
language they best understand.
AMEN.

March
S
1

M
2

8

9 10 11 12 13 14

T
3

W
4

T
5

F
6

S
7

15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28
29 30 31
Spiritual Reflection Guide January - March 2009

Life with Christ
4th Sunday of Lent

THIS WEEK...

Hidden Illness

I am a young person. I am loved and
I love.
There lies within me a limitless ocean of
compassion and kindness.
I respect all people, including myself,
for who we are.
I show up for life each morning ready
for whatever comes my way.
I am making the world a better place.
I am happy.
From www.inspire.org.au

2 Chr 36:14-16.19-23
Ps 136:1-6
Eph 2:4-10
Jn 3:14-21

During her first week of Year 12, Hannah Modra took her
own life. Hannah was the girl least likely – she was clever,
beautiful, a school prefect, fit and motivated. She was a
pillar of strength to her close-knit family whose eldest son
has severe Autism. Since her death Hannah’s detailed diaries
have given her family insight into the depression that she
silently carried. Her determination to maintain her image
prevented Hannah from reaching out for help. However
she was aware that she could help others with depression if
she spoke out about it and received help. Her family have
since honoured this desire of hers and have spoken publicly
about her hidden depression and about the unnecessary
stigma that is often connected with mental health issues.
Think about the people you regularly interact with through
your Vincentian service. Can you identify people who may
be suffering from some sort of mental illness? Or can you
think of others, who like Hannah, hide their mental illness?
How can we better relate with these people to ensure
they receive the care and love they so desperately need?
Jesus presents us with the perfect model for relationship
with those on the outer. Today we would identify many
of the people who were presented to Jesus with demonic
possession as mentally ill. Jesus had compassion for the
people, quite simply he loved them.

Prayer

for people with mental illness

Loving Father,
Send your love to those suffering
with mental illness.
Give them fresh eyes to find hope in
their lives.
Be with their family, friends and
those who support them.
Lead them through their darkest
days.
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A New Covenant
5th Sunday of Lent
Jer 31:31-34
Ps 50:3-4.12-15
Heb 5:7-9
Jn 12:20-30

Rain
Each time I travel to the country I’m struck by the severity
of the drought and the deep impact it is having on the
communities who are bearing its brunt. I met some farmers
in South Western Queensland with very deep faith. At
the time I was travelling with the World Youth Day Cross
and Icon for 6 months. We had a very tight schedule most
days as we travelled between pilgrimages, prayer services
and masses. We were in St George and were to travel to
Goondiwindi the next day. A farmer from Weengallon (a
tiny town in between St George and Goondiwindi) asked
our driver to stop in Weengallon the following day as we
passed through. Our driver warned him that we were on a
tight schedule, could really only stop for 5 minutes and that
we wouldn’t be able to get the Cross and Icon out of the
trailer. Despite these limitations the farmer enthusiastically
agreeed to the pit stop.
When we arrived in Weengallon the next morning we were
greeted by a small group of people standing in the main
street. We gathered with them and formed a circle. In the
middle of the circle a plastic basket with photo frames of
children and grandchildren was placed. Fr Chris led us in
prayer and asked for our intercessions. Many prayers were
offered – I particularly remember an older man who offered
his prayer with tears running down his weather hardened
face. “We just need rain”. Their simple prayers spoke of
deep faith, rooted in the knowledge that the God of the
universe is always with us.

THIS WEEK...
"During the days of Jesus' life on earth,
he offered up prayers and petitions
with loud cries and tears to the
one who could save him from death."
Hebrews 5:7

Prayer
During this season of Lent may we
pray earnestly and with desperation.
With the desperation of the
farmers in the drought and with the
desperation of Jesus in the garden
of Gethsemane. Knowing what we
want, but offering everything up to
the Father.
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