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Dear Vincentians and Friends,
We are pleased to offer you a set of Spiritual Reflection Guides for the first three months of 2011. Apart from the
two special feast days at the beginning and the first three Sundays of Lent at the end, we experience eight weeks
of Ordinary time in the Church’s year. For this period, we have taken eight phrases from the Beatitudes or Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount to explore in depth each week.
Earlier this year, four very enthusiastic Congress gatherings were held; participants were asked to articulate what
they dreamed, prayed for and intended to achieve for the future. The end of each reflection in this series has tried
to capture some of those expressions of hope.
We repeat our regular invitation: we are always looking for assistance in producing the guides for members and
volunteers. If you would like to help and could spare a day or so, please contact Bill Johnston on 02 9560 8666.
I express particular thanks to Anne Bailey for her contributions to this series of the Guides, and for her work on
the editorial team.
A useful weblink for the full Sunday readings is www.litcom.net.au
All spiritual reflection guides for 2009-2011 can be accessed on the national website, www.vinnies.org.au and
follow the publications link. For any mailing enquiries, please contact lewisham.reception@vinnies.org.au

Bill Johnston
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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.
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epiphany
and theophany
Epiphany of The Lord
Isaiah 60: 1 – 6
Ephesians 3: 2-3, 5-6
Matthew 2: 1-12

The Eastern and Western Christian churches view this feast in
slightly different but complementary ways. For us the visit of the
Wise men acknowledges the humanity of the Christ child, whereas
for the Eastern tradition, the Magi were witnesses to God made
visible in the person of Jesus.
The narrative of the Wise men from the East and the account of
their visit is unique to the Gospel of Matthew. They reverence the
child with his mother Mary and offer gifts from their treasures.
The tradition of Christmas gift-giving is in some countries stronger
at Epiphany, formerly celebrated on January 6th, the last of the
twelve days of Christmas. More recently though, the Western
Christian tradition celebrates Epiphany as the first Sunday of the
new calendar year.
The king whom the Wise men honour is described in the words of
Psalm 71 as the one who will cause the powerful to serve:
He shall save the poor when they cry and the needy who are helpless.

THIS WEEK...

Matthew's reflection on the visit of the
Magi invites us to travel home "by another
road". It also invites us to support all
those who are searching for God in the
humility of a fragile baby and who wish
to travel home transformed.
- Kathleen Coyle .S.S.C., The Journey of
the Magi

Prayer
Your light is strong, your love is near;
draw us beyond the limits which this life
imposes
to where your Spirit makes all things
complete. AMEN.

FROM CONGRESS 2010

He will have pity on the weak and save the lives of the poor.
Writing his account of Jesus towards the end of the first century,
Matthew is aware that Judaism has rejected Jesus as the Christ,
while many non-Jews or Gentiles have accepted him. And the
lovely ending to the passage is that the Wise men do not return to
Herod with the account of finding Jesus, but rather they take their
knowledge of Jesus back with them to their own place.
The challenge is, this year as always, after revisiting the Child in
Bethlehem, to take our knowledge of and faith in Him back to this
place where our lives are to be lived in 2011.
What are the gold, frankincense and myrrh that people of our
day can offer to the Christ child present in our world?

We dream of a world of
happy children whose
welfare and innocence
are assured.
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my son
the beloved
Baptism of The Lord
Isaiah 42: 1-4, 6-7
Acts 10: 34-38
Matthew 3: 13-17

With the readings of this Sunday, we move more systematically
into reflections on the public life and work of Jesus as presented
by Saint Matthew, whose account is seen by scripture scholars
as having been written between 80 and 90 AD. Tradition has it
that Matthew was a tax collector, a Greek speaker who knew both
Aramaic and Hebrew but was not a contemporary of Jesus.
As a beginning to his account, Matthew describes the preaching
of John the Baptist in the first twelve verses of chapter 3. He
gives us a very short dialogue between John and Jesus about
the appropriateness of John baptising him. And then, after the
baptism, the evangelist goes on as though in the person of Jesus
“he came up from the water, and suddenly the heavens opened
and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming
down on him”. And the dramatic statement: “This is my Son, the
beloved; my favour rests on him” is the preamble to the temptation
in the desert and on to the proclamation of the kingdom.
Matthew’s writing stresses that peace and new beginnings can come
from the unexpected, from conflict, from sickness, from the call
of God to discipleship. He is keen to show his community that in
following Jesus they were not denying their religious traditions as
the chosen people but being called upon to know and accept that
the Good News of the Kingdom is for all.

THIS WEEK...
Here is my servant whom I uphold,
My chosen one in whom my soul delights
I have endowed him with my spirit
That he may bring true justice to
the nations. (Isaiah 42:1)

Prayer
In faith we ask,
Give us the love of our Heavenly Father;
Give us the mind of Christ;
Give us the power of the Holy Spirit.
AMEN.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray for acceptance
of differences and for a
welcome to other faith
traditions.
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happy the poor
							 in spirit
Second Sunday in Ordinary Time
Isaiah 49: 3, 5-6
I Cor 1: 1-3
John 1:29-34

In these Sundays of Ordinary Time leading up to the first three
Sundays of Lent we will make our reflections on the different
elements of the great Evangelical discourse of Jesus that Matthew
introduces so simply at the beginning of Chapter 5:
Seeing the crowds, He went up the hill.
There He sat down and was joined by His disciples.
Then He began to speak.
This is what He taught them…
Happy the poor in spirit… the gentle… those who mourn… who hunger
for justice… the merciful… the pure in heart… the peacemakers… the
persecuted…
Today’s Gospel draws our attention to John the Baptist, one who
was certainly self-effacing and poor in spirit, yet was able to tell his
followers: “Look, there is the Lamb of God that takes away the sin
of the world”. Twice in the short Gospel the evangelist has John the
Baptist say: “I did not know him myself…and yet”. Each of the
beatitudes is about dispositions of the heart; the one who is blessed
is the person whose spirit is not attached to things and is free from
desire for them.
Can you speak of someone you have met in your life who has
been poor in spirit in the way in which Jesus refers to it in the
sermon on the Mount?

Be praised, my Lord, through our
sister Mother Earth,
who feeds us and rules us,
and produces various fruits with colored
flowers and herbs.

-Francis of Assisi

THIS WEEK...

All the things in the world to which this
day will bring increase; all those that will
diminish; all those too that will die; all of
them, Lord, I try to gather into my arms,
so as to hold them out to you in offering.
This is the material of my sacrifice; the only
material you desire.
- Teilhard de Chardin, Hymn of the Universe

Prayer
Loving Father, help us to humbly accept
Your gifts and the bounty of life, never
letting the acquisition of possessions
become a goal in itself. Help us to care
for all your gifts to us, considering not
only our needs and wants but the needs
of others as well. We promise to respect
all people, regardless of what they have or
can do for us. AMEN.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray that there will
come a time when we
are not needed.
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happy the gentle
Third Sunday in Ordinary Time

THIS WEEK...

Isaiah 8:23-9:3
I Cor 1:10-13, 17
Matthew 4: 12-23

The people that walked
in darkness have seen a
great light.
On those who live in a
land of deep darkness, a
light has shone.
(Isaiah 9:2)

Our readings this Sunday give us some great contrasts and conflicts
– darkness and light, burden and freedom are mentioned by Isaiah,
and disunity is the theme of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians.
As we focus on the second Beatitude this week – happy the gentle
– what comes to mind as the modern day contrast to that? Perhaps
it is road rage, or rushing headlong into something – like a bull in
a china shop.
‘Happy the gentle’ or ‘happy the meek’ does not mean being soft,
allowing others to run roughshod over you. It means to be patient
and tolerant, to have reverence and respect for all creatures and
creation. The phrase that follows the call to be gentle is ‘for they
shall have the earth as their heritage’.
This brings to mind the words of that
great Native American, Chief Seattle:
‘This we know; the earth does not
belong to us; we belong to the earth.
This we know. All things are connected
like the blood which unites one family.
All things are connected.’
St Paul repeatedly echoes that theme in his writings to the
communities of the early Christian church. How many times have
you read or heard St Paul speak of there being one body, the Body
of Christ? In today’s second reading we hear him say: “I appeal to
you to make up the differences between yourselves, be united again
in your belief and practice.”

Prayer
Matthew 2: 28 - 30
Come to me all you who are weary and
burdened and I will give you rest. Take
my yoke upon you and learn from me,
for I am gentle and humble in heart and
you will find rest for your souls; for my
yoke is easy and my burden is light.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray for a
membership that listens,
that treats all with
dignity and respect.
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happy those
who mourn
Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time
Zeph 2:3; 3:12-13
I Cor 1:26-31
Matthew 5: 1-12

Whenever you find tears in your eyes, especially unexpected tears, it is
well to pay the closest attention. They are not only telling you something
about the secret of who you are, but more often than not God is speaking
to you through them of the mystery of where you have come from and
is summoning you to where, if your soul is to be saved, you should go
to next.
- Frederick Buechner
It is God who is speaking to you through your tears, the Lord who
is trying to bring you comfort. Today, the writer of Psalm 145
repeats the phrase “it is the Lord” over and over.
“It is the Lord who keeps faith forever.
The Lord who sets prisoners free.
It is the Lord who gives sight to the blind,
The Lord who protects the stranger.

THIS WEEK...

Among all God's creatures, human beings
are the only animals who both laugh and
weep - for we are the only animals who
are struck with the difference between the
way things are and the way things ought
to be.
- William Willimon (quoted by Rev. Jane
Vennard in Praying with Body & Soul)

Prayer
Psalm 126: 5-6
Those who sow with tears
will reap with songs of joy.
Those who go out weeping,
carrying seed to sow,
will return with songs of joy,
carrying sheaves with them.

FROM CONGRESS 2010

It is the Lord who loves the just.”

We pray that rural
people will find the
reserves of strength and
confidence to carry on.

You are invited to read the quote under This Week.
When does seeing the “ought to be” make you laugh? When
does it make you weep?
What situations in our world today may make God laugh and
which situations may make God weep?
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happy those who
hunger and thirst
for what is right
Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time
Isaiah 58: 7-10
I Cor 2: 1-5
Matthew 5: 13-16

Vincent de Paul, Frederic Ozanam, Nelson
Mandela, Dorothy Day, Caroline Chisholm,
Mahatma Gandhi, readily come to mind.
The life of each of them was characterised
by commitment, energy, passion and othercentredness. We also see examples of such
commitment in the people of organisations
such as the ones below: Amnesty which
works for prisoners of conscience, Caritas the International Catholic Organisation for
Aid and Development, ANTAR which gather
together Australians who long for Native Title
and Reconciliation.
In the short gospel for today, Matthew
repeats the two brief messages that occur in
the writings of all four evangelists, when Jesus
says to his disciples: ‘you are the salt of the
earth…you are the light of the world’. But,
if the disciples lose their hunger and thirst for what is right, they
become like salt that has lost its taste and is no longer of use.

THIS WEEK...

The just will never waver;
they will be remembered forever.
They have no fear of evil news;
With a firm heart they trust in the Lord.
(Psalm 111)

Prayer
Lord we ask that there be
good news for the poor,
release for captives,
recovery of sight for the blind,
freedom for the oppressed. AMEN.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We dream of a
reinvigorated Society
with a diversified model
of service.

Fortunately, there are for all of us many wonderful people whose
salt has in no way lost its taste and who are inspirations for us.
You are invited to name some of the events and the people who
have inspired you by their hunger and thirst for what is right.
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happy the merciful
Sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time

THIS WEEK...

As a father has compassion on his children …

Do you remember the prophet Jonah's
reaction to the forgiveness shown
by God to the city of Nineveh? His
words marvel at the mercy of God:
'I knew that you were a tender,
compassionate God, slow to anger,
rich in faithful love, who relents about
inflicting disaster.' (Jonah 4: 2)

Eccl 15: 15-20
I Cor 2: 6-10
Matthew 5: 20-22, 27-28, 33-34, 37

A good way to understand the meaning of mercy is to see how it
relates to grace. To be shown mercy is something like not getting
what you do deserve, the withholding of punishment. But the
graciousness of God is almost the reverse: receiving that to which
you are not entitled. Mercy is like the judge finding you guilty
without sentence; but the grace of God is like being given a reward
after being found guilty.
Both forgiveness and loving-kindness are implied by this beatitude.
And the other quality of mercy is that it always conveys the sense
of being a gratuitous offering. Those who freely offer mercy and
compassion shall receive in their turn that same loving-kindness.
Shakespeare in The Merchant of Venice said of Mercy:
“It is an attribute to God himself;
And earthly power doth then show likest God’s
When mercy seasons justice.”

Prayer
God of Mercy and Compassion,
Give us forgiving hearts.
Give us understanding and generous
hearts,
Show us your Mercy and Love. AMEN.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray for the grace to
be non-judgmental when
we are with destitute
people.

What does such an understanding of mercy challenge you to do
in the details of your daily life?
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happy the
pure in heart
Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time
Lev 19: 1-2, 17-18
I Cor 3: 16-23
Matthew 5: 38-48

“Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute
you” (Matthew 5:44). The possibility of loving our enemies is at
the heart of Jesus’ teaching. However, we must reverse the order
of the commandment if we are to follow it. We must first pray for
those who persecute us, or we will never love them.
A more accurate translation of the Aramaic word that Jesus uses in
this passage is the ones with whom we are out of step. If we are honest,
we all have people in our lives we are out of step with. We may
not think of them as enemies, but these are the people Jesus was
telling his disciples to love and pray for. In his time and culture tax
collectors, Roman soldiers, and the Pharisees were seen as enemies.
Our enemies may be the person holding a different belief system,
a political opponent, a bossy neighbour, or a rude driver. These are
the people so hard to love.
When talking to a friend about my difficulty of praying for certain
people, she told me that in the Catholic tradition, when confronted
with the need to pray for someone we simply could not stand to
pray for, we could give them to a saint. What a lovely idea! So now,
with some people whose very name evokes my anger, instead of
spinning out the negative feelings, I let my heart speak saying, “You
take him, St. Theresa, he’s all yours.”
- Rev. Jane E. Vennard, author of Praying for Friends and Enemies:
Intercessory Prayer
Happy the pure in heart – for they shall see God. If we are pure
in heart, our lives will mirror the love of God and the teachings of
Jesus to others.
Who can you now see as your enemies, ‘those with whom you
might be out of step’?
How can you go about praying for them and yes, even loving
them?

THIS WEEK...

"Clarity has to do with attuning the
mind. Purity is about awakening the
heart."
- Cynthia Bourgeault
This can be seen as a process; rather
than becoming pure of heart, purity is
about awakening the heart.

Prayer
In the name of God, the maker of the
whole world,
of Jesus, our new covenant,
and of the Holy Spirit, who opens eyes
and hearts,
go in peace and be witnesses to hope.
Amen.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray that Conferences
and Centres have a clear
and common purpose in
helping the poor.
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happy the
peacemakers
Eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time

THIS WEEK...

Jesus doesn’t say: “Happy are those who are calm”! He is not
advocating passivity here. Being peacemakers implies being active
about bringing forth peace in our own life and in the lives of others.

When peacemakers plant seeds of peace,
they will harvest justice.
- James 3:18
There is no path to peace.
Peace is the path.
- Mahatma Gandhi

Isaiah 49: 14-15
I Cor 4: 1-5
Matthew 6: 24-34

Matthew’s Gospel is concerned with matters of the heart and
the importance of right motivation, with the integrity of inner
disposition and outward performance. We can just as easily plant
in our hearts the seeds that allow war to grow as plant the seeds of
peace in our hearts.

Prayer

It is probably easier to plant seeds of worry in our hearts, than it is
to plant seeds of trust in God. As St Matthew says: “Do not worry.
your heavenly Father knows what you need, so strive first for the
kingdom of God and all these things will be given to you. Do not
worry about tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of itself. Each day
has enough trouble of its own.”

Lord, make me an instrument of your
peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love.
Where there is injury, let us give pardon.
Where there is darkness, may we be light.
Where there is sadness, let us bring joy.
Where there is despair, may we bring
hope.

What have you been cultivating and growing in the garden of
your heart?

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray that we will
recognise our similarities
rather than our
differences.

What are some practical ways that you can ‘make peace’?

february
S
6

m t w t
7

3

f

s

4

5

1

2

8

9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19
20 21 22 23 24 25 26
27 28
Aung Dan Suu Kyi - Art by Shepard Fairey

Spiritual Reflection Guide January - March 2011

happy those
persecuted in the
cause of right
Ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time
Deut 11:18, 26-28, 32
Rom 3: 21-25, 28
Matthew 7: 21-27

When we come to this the last of the eight beatitudes as narrated
by Matthew, we realise what a different set of life principles Jesus
is enunciating. All the other beatitudes are active statements about
the disciple; but this one refers to what is done to him or her.
We begin to appreciate how countercultural these values are. Of
course, Jesus does not demand that we abandon the world but He
does demand that we put God first in our lives because only God
can guarantee the true happiness and peace that our hearts long for.
Nothing in the world can give this peace, and nothing in the world
can take it away.
The eight beatitudes do not describe eight different people and we
then try to decide which of the eight suits us personally. They are
eight different qualities of the same good disciple. The question for
us today is simply: “Do we live our lives following the values of the
world as a way of attaining happiness or do we live by the teachings
of Jesus?” If you live by the teachings of Jesus, then rejoice and be
glad, for your reward is great in heaven.

THIS WEEK...

You did not choose me; No, I chose you;
And I commissioned you
To go out and bear fruit,
Fruit that will last.		
(John 15: 16)

Prayer
Lord, for those who hunger and thirst to
see right prevail,
may they see right overcome wrong,
and may they be filled with peace.
For those who suffer for doing good,
may you strengthen and reward them.
Amen.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We dream of adequate
shared resources to help
people in need: the
mentally ill, the disabled
and the poor.

Can you think of any additional 2011 beatitude that might be
applied to the disciple of our own day?
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the desert waits...
First Sunday of Lent

THIS WEEK...

Gen 2: 7-9, 3: 1-7
Rom 5: 12, 17-19
Matthew 4: 1-11

I will lure you into the wilderness.
There I will speak to your heart.
(Hosea 2:14)

We move now to the first three weeks of Lent, where the Gospel
readings are about places of encounter – the desert or wilderness,
Mt Tabor, Jacob’s well. The people encountered by Jesus in those
places are the devil, God, and the Samaritan woman. Let us now
consider the desert or wilderness places in our lives:

Prayer

The desert waits,
ready for those who come,
who come obedient to the Spirit’s leading;
or who are driven,
because they will not come any other way.
The desert always waits,
ready to let us know who we are –
the place of self-discovery.
And whilst we fear, and rightly,
the loneliness and emptiness and harshness,
we forget the angels,
whom we cannot see for our blindness,
but who come when God decides
that we need their help;
when we are ready
for what they can give us.
– Ruth Burgess, Sunderland, 1990, published in Bread of Tomorrow
- Praying with the World’s Poor, Edited by Janet Morley.
Describe the desert for you – is it a place of fear and loneliness
or a place of self-discovery?
Who have been the angels that God has sent to help you in your
life?

God of strangeness and desire
we bless you for enticing us
to the last place we wanted to be
the place where we can hide no longer
where we must face our own emptiness
and see our false gods fail.
We bless you for the miracle of survival
and for coming to us in unexpected
guises.
- The Pattern of our Days, The Iona
Community

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray that we will
accept change while
maintaining core Society
values.
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to see the
face of god
Second Sunday of Lent
Gen 12: 1-4
II Tim 1: 8-10
Matthew 17: 1-9

The Sundays of Lent began with the temptations of Jesus in
the wilderness. Today’s narrative, from much later in Matthew’s
account, takes the reader, as it took Peter, James and John, into
another reality, where Jesus is shown as the promised one, the
Beloved of God. Our reaction, like that of the three disciples, is
one of awe, fear and fascination.
This was a special moment for the disciples, even though they had
the presence of Jesus with them each day. For them, as for us, Jesus,
God with us, is normally seen only by the eyes of faith.
Vincentian tradition and Spirituality repeatedly calls on its
followers to “see Jesus in the faces of the poor, your masters” and
in our work as Conference members, we would have had moments
when there was a special sense of being in the presence of Jesus.
When in your life have you been especially conscious of being
in the presence of God?

THIS WEEK...
Help then, O Lord, our unbelief;
and may our faith abound,
to call on you when you are near,
and seek where you are found.
- Marty Haugen, We Walk by Faith

Prayer
Dear Lord,
Show yourself to us, if not by sight, then
by faith.
Transform our hearts, minds and wills,
so that we make you present to all whom
we meet. AMEN.

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray that we will take
time to know the poor
and give of ourselves to
those we serve.
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living water unconditional love
Third Sunday of Lent
Ex 17: 3-7
Rom 5: 1-2, 5-8
John 4: 5-15, 19-26, 39-42

In this week’s Gospel story, Jesus encounters the woman at the well.
Let us consider for a moment the unspoken exchange between them:
“I have thought of Jesus and the clarity of his sight: his capacity
for seeing through all the littered crustiness of a person’s life
into the heart of an individual soul. Imagine the transformation
that Samaritan woman must have experienced! How the clarity
of Christ’s gaze, burning like a refiner’s fire, reduced all of the
complexity, ambiguity, and uncertainty of her broken past into
a single vision of her greatest need, and then answered that need
thoroughly and unconditionally.
I have been looked upon by the eyes of Jesus. I was gazed upon
and touched by the presence of Christ. I found myself utterly
surrounded by the palpable, unmistakable, and overpowering
presence of God’s love. I was seen for who I was and am and I was
changed forever by God’s willingness to look on me and find in me
a creature worthy of love and care.
The wonder of Jesus’ way of seeing people, such as me and countless
others is that it is a transforming vision. It is an instrumental vision
that reaches into the essential character of the person and alters
that character to its core. It is, miraculously, a way of seeing that is
accessible to all of us and one that transforms not only the person
seen, but also the person seeing.”
- W. Thomas Boyce, Beyond the Clinical Gaze.
How does the promise of living water affect you?
Are you thirsty? For what?

THIS WEEK...

The dialogue between Jesus and the Samaritan
woman is lively and forthright on both sides
and offers a sense of give and take on the
part of both characters. The woman becomes a
missionary for Jesus; she spontaneously becomes
a public witness to Jesus.

Prayer
We ask your blessing, God, on our times
of dryness,
when the well of living water seeps into
barren land.
Help us to be, to listen in the waiting
for the small still voice
which speaks of promises unbroken
beneath our doubt and fear and
forgetting.
- Yvonne Morland, A Book of Blessings

FROM CONGRESS 2010
We pray for the
Society to provide
spiritual hope for our
communities.
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Rejoice and be glad!

