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Dear Vincentians and Friends,
The seven Sundays from October 2nd to November 13th explore the dramatic section of Matthew’s gospel in
which Jesus confronts and is confronted by the Scribes and Pharisees who seek to discredit him. On the 33rd and
last Sunday in Ordinary Time, we are given a vision of how the final judgment will be passed; it will be in terms of
ministering to the sick, the stranger, the prisoner. And in the reflections for these final Sundays of Ordinary time,
we have placed short relevant statements from the Society Rule about Society members’ personal encounters with
the poor.
The first Sunday of Advent, on November 27th, returns us to the Gospel of Mark as the principal source of Gospel
readings for year 2012.
The present format of the Guides has been in place for almost three years and the State Council Committee for
Spirituality recently made a review with suggestions of some minor changes and improvements to be implemented
in the first issue for January to March 2012. You would also be aware that the Australian Church is soon to have a
new Missal for use in all parishes.
Sunday readings can be found in the Liturgical Commission’s publication, Break Open the Word, and online at
www.litcom.net.au.
All issues of the Spiritual Reflection Guides can be found at www.vinnies.org.au and follow the Publications link.
We welcome any feedback from readers and any assistance in production. If you would like to help, please contact
Bill Johnston on 9560 8666 or email bill.johnston@vinnies.org.au. For mailing enquiries, refer to lewisham.
reception@vinnies.org.au

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.
The Spiritual Reflection Guides of the St Vincent de Paul Society are produced by Bill Johnston.
Text: Pat Mahony, Bill Johnston Editing: Anne Bailey
Design: Claudia Williams
Copyright acknowledgement
Heart Gone Walkabout. ©1991 by Noel Davis
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love for his vineyard
27th Sunday in Ordinary Time
Is 5: 1-7
Phil 4: 6-9
Mt 21: 33-43
Two great virtues are shown us in these two short texts. The
first is trust. This is the hardest task for many of us. As we
grow to adulthood, we “learn” to distrust others, and to
trust only in ourselves. Hurts and disappointments and little
neuroses become set in our thinking and reflexes, disabling the
confidence in our safety and well-being that children would
normally learn – and then lose. Restoring confidence in God’s
providence is the gift that Jesus wants to bring us. Then, he
tells us, we can do great things in God’s name.
The second gift is humility. As Christians, we are mere
servants, and the greatest and hardest gift to attain is humility.
When we give our trust and faith to God, we are acting as
children of the Father. If Jesus, the son of God, could humble
himself, and submit himself totally to the Father, what does
it cost me to do the same? If we imitate Jesus’ gentleness and
humility, the reward will be God’s peace.
But modern life does not encourage the exercise of trust and
humility. They are lowly, passive virtues that do not appear to
make us stronger. Yet when we look at Zechariah’s prophecy:
“He is triumphant, humble, riding on a donkey”, the ultimate
victory is for the humble. Many of Jesus’ own stories tell us
the same, and his life story is the greatest example of these
virtues and the power that they can have.
Do you feel a contradiction between actively helping
people in need, and identifying with their weakness and
humiliation in seeking help?
How can we reconcile the “doing” side of helping, and the
“feeling” or empathy that is essential to help people feel
comfortable and empowered by our visits?

2 October 2011

THIS WEEK...
Lord, isn't your creation wasteful?
Fruits never equal
the seedlings' abundance.
Springs scatter water.
The sun gives out
enormous light.
May your bounty teach me
greatness of heart.
May your magnificence
stop me being mean.
Seeing you a prodigal
and open-handed giver,
let me give unstintingly
like God's own.
- Dom Helder Camara
Service to those in need (Rule 1.2)

Prayer
Help us good Lord
to make present in our world
the fruits of your kingdom.
AMEN.
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the anchor of hope
28th Sunday In Ordinary Time
Is 25: 6-10
Phil 4: 12-14, 19-20
Mt 22: 1-14

9 October 2011

THIS WEEK...

Our reflection for this week is based on the Shepherd Psalm, Psalm
22, and the short second reading from the letter to the Philippians.
They express confidence in the unfailing presence of God with us.

There is nothing I cannot master
with the help of the One who
gives me strength

It was not unexpected that the second Encyclical Letter of Pope
Benedict should have addressed Christian Hope, a foundation
of the spiritual life and of Vincentian Spirituality. We invite
you to reflect on this extract from that letter, Spe Salvi.

Vincentians serve in Hope

“Day by day, human persons experience many greater or lesser
hopes, different in kind according to the different periods of life.
Sometimes one of these hopes may appear to be totally satisfying
without any need for other hopes. Young people can have the
hope of a great and fully satisfying love; the hope of a certain
position in their profession, or of some success that will prove
decisive for the rest of their lives. When these hopes are fulfilled,
however, it becomes clear that they were not, in reality, the
whole. It becomes evident that we have need of a hope that goes
further. It becomes clear that only something infinite will suffice,
something that will always be more than we can ever attain….

– Philippians 4:12

– Rule 1.2

Prayer
May the Father of Our Lord
Jesus Christ
enlighten the eyes of our
heart
that we might see how great
is the hope
to which we are called.
AMEN.

…we need the greater and lesser hopes that keep us going
day by day. But these are not enough without the great hope,
which must surpass everything else. This great hope can only
be God, who encompasses the whole of reality and who can
bestow upon us what we, by ourselves, cannot attain. The fact
that it comes to us as a gift is actually part of hope. Human
beings need God, otherwise they remain without hope.”
In your experience, what are some of the things that make people
hopeful? What experiences tend to make them lose hope?
Why is the anchor a traditional church symbol of hope?
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to caesar or to god?
29th Sunday In Ordinary Time

16 October 2011

Is 45:1, 4-6
1 Thess 1: 1-5
Mt 22: 15-21

THIS WEEK...

‘Is it permissible to pay taxes to Caesar or not?’ That was the
loaded question put to Jesus by the unusual alliance of the
Pharisees and the Herodians. The account is one of a series of
clashes which Jesus had with the keepers of the Jewish law and
which are described for us in Matthew’s narrative.

…You have shown your faith in
action,
worked for love and persevered
through hope
in our Lord Jesus Christ.

What stands out for me is the way that the Master sees through
their barely disguised flattery and calls them hypocrites. What
is at issue is their calculated falseness and their desire to trap
and embarrass Jesus.

Any form of personal help

The narrative is a timely reminder of the requirement of
sincerity in all that we do. When Vincentians undertake any
form of personal help, it is implicit that all that is done be
with the clearest honesty, transparency and consistency. It also
requires that there be no sense of judgment, or of justifying
such a judgmental view of those being served. In Frederic
Ozanam’s words:

– I Thess 1:3

– Rule 1.3

Prayer

God forbid that we should render the suffering classes responsible
for their misery, thus pandering to the hardness of those bad hearts
that fancy themselves exonerated from helping the poor man when
they have proved his wrongdoing.

Disturbing God,
You identify with the weak
and the powerless,
and surprise us as we seek to
do your will.
Help us to find true hope
in the now of our action
rather than in the distant
future of our longing.

– O’Meara, Frederic Ozanam: His Life and Works, p.248

- Joy Tetley

What for you is the key to meeting and serving the poor as
a member of the Society?
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i shall hear
their cry
30th Sunday In Ordinary Time
Ex 22: 20-26
1 Thess 1: 5-10
Mt 22: 24-40

“You must love the Lord your God … and your neighbour as
yourself.” Jesus’ answer is a direct quote from the Torah. What
kind of love is this, that the scriptures place it squarely at the
centre of our Christian lives?
The first reading from Exodus is more explicit about HOW
we are to love our neighbour: care for the widow, the orphan
and the stranger, the alien in your midst; don’t exploit the
poor, or those over whom you have power.
God identifies here, as so often, with the poor: “If you lend
money to the poor, to MY people …”; “If your neighbour
cries out, I will hear.” God is seen to be advocating for the
poor and marginalised. It is God’s plan that we should be care
for those in need.
So in those few words, “Love your neighbour as yourself ”,
are packed a great deal of the teaching of the whole of holy
scripture. St Paul says that the Spirit will bring fruits of
“love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, trustfulness,
gentleness and self-control.” Perhaps it will take me my
whole lifetime to begin to understand and practise the simple
injunction to “love my neighbour”.
In the context of service to someone in need, is “love” a
feeling, or an intention, or both?
How can we increase our ability to practise love for those
who are less lovable?

23 October 2011

THIS WEEK...
There are those who give little of
the much they have – and they
give it for recognition, and their
hidden desire makes their gifts
unwholesome.
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.
– ‘The Prophet’ by Kahlil Gibran

Prayer
Love is eternal. There are
inspired messages, but they are
temporary. There is knowledge,
but it will pass. But when
what is perfect comes, what is
partial will disappear. These
three things remain: faith,
hope and love; and the greatest
of these is love.
– St Paul’s Letter to the
Corinthians.
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the humble
will be exalted
31st Sunday In Ordinary Time
Malachi 1:14 – 2: 2, 8-10
1 Thess 2: 7-9, 13
Mt 23: 1-12

“You have only one teacher, the Christ.” It is not just his
words, but the life which demonstrates his words, that make
Christ the great teacher. In fact, often his words are difficult
for us to understand. So it is with many great teachers;
their words cannot fully bridge the gap between theory and
practice. Only by watching what they do can we discern the
way to follow them.
Yet Jesus has a way of making his teaching clear and simple.
We do not get from him a book of rules. He makes few blanket
statements, but one thing shines through: Be like me (meek
and humble of heart, for example). I follow the Father; you
also should follow the Father, and be perfect like God.
Who can follow such demanding guidance? The theologians
today talk about intention and disposition of will. We know
in our hearts which way we are pointed: towards God, or
rather rudderless and uncommitted. Are we headed towards
perfection, towards greater love, compassion, patience,
tolerance and fellow-feeling; or towards selfishness, selfpreservation and non-caring?

30 October 2011

THIS WEEK...
There is no humiliation for
humility.
– Joseph Roux: Meditations of a
Parish Priest

Prayer
Come to me, all you who are
heavy burdened, and I will
give you rest.
Shoulder my yoke and learn
from me, for I am gentle and
humble in heart, and you will
find rest for your souls.
– Matthew’s gospel

How do you maintain loyalty to frail human organisations
that do not always live out the spiritual ideals they profess?
How can you tell if a person is truly humble? Do you know
any such people?
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true wisdom –
living the present
32nd Sunday In Ordinary Time
Wis 6: 12-16
1 Thess 4: 13-18
Mt 25: 1-13

The last two Sundays of Ordinary time have a strong focus
on the second coming of the Son of Man and on the reality
of death. In the face of these two realities, the gospel parable
for today uses the metaphor of readiness of bridesmaids at a
wedding to welcome the bridegroom, as the image to explore
where true wisdom in life is to be found.
It was an eighteenth century French Jesuit, Jean-Pierre de
Caussade, whose writings spoke of the Sacrament of the
Present. Put simply, it states that it is only right here and
right now that can be the place of our holiness. It is in living
joyfully, thoughtfully and in readiness in the present that we
draw close to the Lord.
The great 13th century Dominican theologian, Meister
Eckhart wrote: “Wisdom consists in doing the next thing
you have to do, doing it with your whole heart, and finding
delight in doing it.”
How do these words relate to the rule of the Society which
asks for:
Reverence for the poor (1.8)

6 November 2011

THIS WEEK...
The present instant …
A now which always and without end is
itself new.
There is no yesterday nor any tomorrow,
but only Now,
as it was a thousand years ago
and as it will be a thousand years hence.
– Meister Eckhart

Prayer

Loving God,
When I look into the future,
I am frightened.
But why plunge into the future?
Only the present moment is
precious to me,
as the future may never enter my
soul at all.
It is no longer in my power to
change, correct or add to the past;
for neither sages nor prophets
could do that.
And so what the past has embraced
I must entrust to God.
O present moment, you belong to
me, whole and entire.
I desire to use you as best I can.
AMEN.
– Prayer of St Faustina Kowalska
(1905 – 38)
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wasted talents
33rd Sunday In Ordinary Time
Prov 31: 10-13, 19-20, 30-31
1 Thess 5: 1-6
Mt 25: 14-30

Today we receive the invitation to recognise that God bestows
gifts on all of us – we are all ‘talented’. What really matters is
not what each one’s talents are but how they are used to serve
the Master. And what a pity it is when we bury whatever gifts
we have been given instead of offering them to others.
The servant given one talent claims: ‘I had heard you were
a hard man, reaping where you had not sown and gathering
where you have not scattered; so I was afraid and went off and
hid your talent in the ground…’ Fear of the master stops him
from doing anything. By contrast, the prophets of the Old
Testament such as Jonah, reassure us: ‘I knew from the first
what kind of God you are; tender and compassionate, slow to
anger, rich in faithful love…’
How many of the people that Vincentians serve are fearful
like the servant, unable for a variety of reasons to recognise
and develop the humanity they have been given? We have in
the liturgy of this week a reminder to not just look to material
needs but to have:

13 November 2011

THIS WEEK...
O Lord, open my eyes…
Show me where love and hope
and faith are needed,
and use me to bring them to these
places.
Open my eyes and ears that I may,
this day,
be able to do some work of peace
for you.
– Alan Paton

Prayer
Lord of Light – shine on us,
Lord of Peace – dwell in us,
Lord of Might – support us,
Lord of Love – enfold us,
Lord of Wisdom – enlighten us.

Concern for deeper needs and spirituality, to listen and
understand with our hearts, beyond both words and
appearances. (Rule 1.11)
You are invited to share with your group such an experience
of listening and understanding in your work in the Society.
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not of this world...
Christ the King

Ezek 34: 11-12, 15-17
1 Cor 15: 20-26, 28
Mt 25: 31-46
The Feast of Christ the King brings to a close another annual
cycle of prayer and reflection for the Church. As with all
endings in human life, there comes the question: What next?
What does the ultimate future hold for us, when Jesus returns
in glory to celebrate God’s kingdom, God’s rule?
The kingdom of which Jesus is King has very little in common
with our experience or understanding of kingship; it is not
about absolute power, or royal attendants or all the things that
we think of relating to kings. Matthew quotes Jesus as saying:
‘The Son of Man came, not to be served but to serve, to give
his life as a ransom for the many.’
Today’s Gospel reading from Matthew is quite categorical as
it insists: ‘When you helped the poor, you helped me; when
you did not help them, you failed to help me.’ We are given
a further reminder that we are called to return God’s love by
loving our neighbour as ourselves. It is the will of God for us;
it is how we shall be judged.

20 November 2011

THIS WEEK...
God loves the poor.
Consequently, He loves those who
love the poor.
For when we truly love someone,
we have an affection for his
friends and his servants.
– St Vincent de Paul

Prayer

Teach us, good Lord,
to serve you as you deserve,
to give and not to count the
cost.
– St Ignatius of Loyola

What do you think of the statement, attributed to St Vincent
de Paul, that there are no people so rich that they have nothing
to receive, and none so poor that they have nothing to give?
Can you name something that you have received from the poor?
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stay awake
1st Sunday of Advent
Is 63: 16-17, 64: 1, 3-8
1 Cor 1: 3-9
Mark 13: 33-37

We are entering the season of finality. St Augustine instructed
his flock to “pray as if everything depended on God and act
as if everything depended on you.” It is easy to go half-way
towards this ideal: to see God as pre-eminent in a “spiritual”
situation such as prayer, and rely on oneself in “real-life”
struggles. I don’t think that’s what Augustine meant.
Jesus tells us what we know from our own experience: you
never know when you are going to go to the judgment, which
is the summation of all the “real” life that we have lived. So
“Stay awake!”
Meaning what? Should I be in a permanent state of anxiety
and hyper-readiness for death? No, but I need to orientate
my life so that God is a permanent part of it, and not just the
“holy” parts. God knows where my heart is – and how much I
point it towards God. God wants to become my sole support,
not a stop-gap.
I am struggling to bring all these different parts my of life,
from my good deeds to my struggles with the Great Tempter,
more into consonance with my faith in God - as the ultimate
destination, and the source of hope and meaning, for my life.

27 November 2011

THIS WEEK...
Not by chance.
All who are here
are meant to be here
and we are all here
to learn something
we need to learn
from each other.
– Heart Gone Walkabout
by Noel Davis

Prayer
God our Father, increase our
longing for Christ our Saviour,
and give us the strength to
grow in love, that the dawn
of his coming may find us
rejoicing in his presence, and
welcoming the light of his
truth. AMEN.

When do you find yourself closest to God?
Is “relying on God” a real source of strength for you? How
can you increase that trust?
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john the baptist
prophet of jesus
2nd Sunday of Advent
Is 40: 1-5, 9-11
2 Pet 3: 8-14
Mark 1: 1-8

John the Baptist towers over the middle Sundays of Advent and
his presence sets aside the infancy narratives and preparation
for the birth of Jesus and moves to the adult public ministry.
The great French writer, Francois Mauriac, who lived through
much of the twentieth century, including the physical and
spiritual devastation of two world wars, wrote: ‘in the final
analysis, it is precisely because I am a Christian that I preserve
the virtue of hope’.
The Spirit of Christianity, the Spirit of Advent, of hopefulness
and reassurance, is very much in today’s readings.
You are invited to read the excerpts below and to single out
one that has particular appeal for you.
Isaiah Chapter 40:
Comfort my people…
Speak to the heart of Jerusalem…
Prepare a way for the Lord…
The glory of the Lord will be revealed…
Say to the towns of Judah ‘here is your God’…
…A shepherd feeding his flock
Gathering lambs in his arms,
Holding them against his breast
And leading to their rest the mother ewes.

4 December 2011

THIS WEEK...
Life is a constant Advent:
we continually wait
to become, to discover, to
complete, to achieve.
Anticipation, difficulties,
anxieties, expectation
and diffident hope of fulfilment,
all are part of our Advent
experience.

Prayer
Come, long-awaited Lord
and Saviour, Jesus.
Bring to us a hunger for
peace: peace in the world,
peace in our homes, peace in
ourselves. AMEN.

Psalm 84:
Mercy and faithfulness have met;
Justice and peace have embraced …
The Opening of Mark’s gospel, where John the Baptist
tells his hearers:
Someone is following me; someone who is more powerful than I am.
I am not fit to kneel down and undo the strap of his sandals.
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he has sent me to
bring good news
3rd Sunday of Advent

11 December 2011

Is 61: 1-2, 10-11
1 Thess 5: 16-24
John 1: 6-8, 19-28

THIS WEEK...

We believe that we and all that surrounds us, the whole creation,
are made to give glory to God. Yet we see many things around
us that do not give glory to God. We can see them even in our
Church, and in our Society. Whose responsibility is it to put
things right, the way God intended?

The vocation of the Society’s
members is to follow Christ
through service to those in need,
and so to bear witness to his
compassionate and liberating love.

If we believe that God is in charge, then we could assume that
all things will be put right. God will have means of righting
the wrongs that we see around us. The truth is that we see the
means God has provided when we look at ourselves.
Today’s readings are about the gift of prophecy, as St Paul calls
it. Many of the prophets are reported to have been less than
overjoyed to receive that fateful gift. When we see how people
are treated who speak out for justice and peace and for people
to return to the way of God in our world, we can understand
that feeling.
But what about when I confront my own obligation to
“prophecy” – to be the word of God in the world?

– The Rule of the Society 1.2

Prayer
I baptise you in water for
repentance; but the one who
follows me is more powerful
than I am, and I am only fit
to carry his sandals; he will
baptise you with the Holy
Spirit and fire.
– Matthew’s gospel

How might your Vincentian work be a message of love from
their compassionate God to those you visit?
How does this responsibility affect
the way you do your visiting?
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the ark of
the covenant
4th Sunday of Advent
2 Sam 7: 1-5, 8-12, 14, 16
Rom 16: 25-27
Luke 1: 26-38

How many people do you know who have made a considerable
effort to link themselves with their family history? With the
research possibilities available today, it is remarkable just how
much connection can be made and how significant can be
the learning.
Today, the readings for the last Sunday of Advent use the oral
and written resources of Christ’s time to make sure that his
followers know the genealogy of Jesus as descendant of the
house of David and the story of the annunciation of his birth
as the son of Mary and Joseph.
In many traditions, family relationships are also shown in the
naming of children; in Luke’s account of the Annunciation,
the Angel Gabriel gives Mary the name by which Jesus is to
be called.
Are you able to share with your group a special naming in
your family, perhaps even that of one of your own children?
What is a significant title or name by which you pray to,
or refer to, Jesus or his mother, Mary?

18 December 2011

THIS WEEK...
The Angel of the Lord declared
unto Mary.
And she conceived of the Holy
Spirit.
Behold the handmaid of the Lord.
Be it done unto me according to
thy word.
And the Word was made Flesh
and dwelt among us.
Pray for us, O holy Mother of
God.
That we may be made worthy of
the promises of Christ.

Prayer

Jesus, Light of the world,
Son of David, Son of Mary,
Help us to be truly simple as
your followers.
May all that we do be honest;
May we live life
unencumbered by things that
do not matter;
May we always be open to the
thoughts and needs of others;
May we remain in your peace
no matter what happens.
AMEN.
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tidings of great joy
Christmas
Is 52: 7-10
Heb 1: 1-6
John 1: 1-18
To capture the breadth of the readings and reflections offered
to us in the Christmas liturgy, we need to look at the four
Christmas Masses: Vigil, Midnight, Dawn and during the
day. We read of Joseph’s lineage, establishing Christ’s lineage
from King David, then Luke’s account of the child’s birth
in Bethlehem, the visit of the shepherds to the manger and
finally the beginning of the Gospel of John and the statement:
“The Word was made flesh, he lived among us…”
It is because the feast of Christmas stresses the Christ child’s
humanity that we share so much a sense of joy and a desire
for peace. The Holy Family reminds us of the community
and family dimensions of our own lives; most people seem to
instinctively know that Christmas is a season for sharing and
for concern for others. And for that we give thanks.
When you go beyond the gifts and the commercialism of
Christmas, what are the traditions and special meanings
that Christmas holds for you and those dear to you?
What do you most look forward to in the celebration of
Christmas?
Do you have a special Christmas prayer or reflection?

25 December 2011

THIS WEEK...
Into this world, this demented
inn,
in which there is absolutely no
room for him at all,
Christ has come uninvited…
with those for whom there is no
room,
Christ is present in the world…
It is in these that he hides himself.
- Thomas Merton, Raids on the
Unspeakable

Prayer
Lord Jesus,
You have come to live
among us.
What do you think of us
now?
Are you sorry you came?
Do not go away;
But be patient with us
For you are one of us –
The one who saves,
Flesh of our flesh,
Save our joy.
- Pierre Talec
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Australian Christmas

The air was dry with summer heat,
And smoke was on the yellow moon;
But from the heavens, faint and sweet,
Came floating down a wond’rous tune;
And as they heard, they sang full well
Those drovers three. ‘Noel! Noel!
Noel! Noel! Noel!
Words by John Wheeler. Music by William G. James.

