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Introduction

[ntroduction

hen I was growing up in the fifties, in a traditional Catholic
W family, our family routinely participated in a regular sched-
ule of activities associated with our local Catholic parish. We at-
tended Sunday Mass as a family and returned to church on Tuesday
evenings to attend devotions in honor of the Blessed Mother under
the title of Our Mother of Perpetual Help. We made it a point to go
to confession on most Saturday afternoons and, of course, prayed
the rosary together as a family each evening while kneeling in a
circle in the living room. Ours was a family that believed, and my
mother probably believed it the most, that “the family that prays
together, stays together,” and so we participated in all that was
expected of us.

In our neighborhood most of the Catholic families engaged
in the same rituals as did our family. Not for a moment did any
one of us even question what we were doing because each of us
understood that somehow “this is what a good Catholic family
does.” Meanwhile, across the street and on either side of our house,
the good families that were formed in another Christian tradition
experienced other family rituals. They attended services on Sunday
morning and on Sunday evening, returned to church on Wednes-
day evening for yet another service, then spent a portion of their
time each evening gathered together as a family reading the Bible.

One Christian family, formed in the Catholic tradition, prayed
and found their guidance and nourishment in the devotions and
the rituals that had been handed down to us. The other Christian
family, formed in a Protestant tradition, prayed and found their

ix



Introduction

guidance and nourishment in the Bible. Although our Christian
families were neighbors, living in close proximity to one another,
we could not have been further apart in our spiritual understand-
ing and in our faith experience.

Although our Catholic family owned a Bible, and the Bible had
a prominent place in our living room, we were never inclined to
open it either for family prayer or at any other time for that mat-
ter. The thought never even occurred to us, at the time of prayer
or perhaps at the moment of decision-making or personal chal-
lenge, to select a passage from Scripture and to “break open the
Word.” I sincerely doubt if any of us, had we been so challenged
or inclined, would have been able to easily find the passages in the
Scripture that would have reflected the mysteries of the rosary, for
example, that we would have prayed together. Each of us would
have assumed that the mysteries of the rosary could be found in
the Bible, because we understood the rosary to tell the story of
Jesus and the Blessed Mother, but none of us would have had a
clue to where to look.

I sincerely doubt if any of us, had we been so challenged or
inclined, would have been able to easily find the passages, for
example, that reflected the mysteries of the rosary that we prayed
together. Each of us believed that all we needed could be found in
the traditions and the pious devotions that we were encouraged to
practice and incorporate into our daily life.

Catholics looked to their leadership for guidance in what was
expected and encouraged and there was very little deviation from
the norm. With this beginning assumption, I suppose if we were
instructed to read the Bible, and if it was promoted from the pulpit
with the same vigor and enthusiasm as were our other spiritual prac-
tices, we would have complied. Obedience to the leadership of the
Church and the representatives of that Church in the person of our
priests and sisters was also very important to us. As it so happened
this value played a very important role in what happened next.
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Introduction

What occurred after the reforms of the Second Vatican Council
was that the emphasis changed rather quickly from a spiritual
practice that was highly devotional to practices that encouraged
biblical reading and study. Bible-study classes, scriptural prayer ser-
vices, and other practices were promoted and recommended while
traditional devotional practices became less and less important.
Probably the single most important change was the emphasis on
the Liturgy of the Word at Mass, distinct from the Liturgy of the
Eucharist. It was not that Catholics did not read the Scripture at
Mass before the Second Vatican Council, but rather that it seemed
not to be emphasized and highlighted. After the Council that
changed very dramatically.

The emphasis on the Liturgy of the Word, and a complimentary
emphasis on the preached word as homily, explaining and inter-
preting the readings from Scripture just proclaimed as opposed
to the traditional sermon that could be on almost any spiritual
subject or discipline in a sense introduced most Catholics to the
Bible. The lectionary cycle of assigned readings “broke open the
Word” of God and the history of God’s salvific action for us all.

These changes in emphasis seemed to accomplish that which
was intended. Today, long after the reforms of the Council have
been implemented, we have a situation in which most Catholics are
more conversant with the Bible, but still relatively few incorporate
the praying or the study of the Bible into their daily lives. For an
older generation the Bible is much more a part of their lives, but
not as comforting as perhaps the more traditional prayers and devo-
tions from their youth. For still others, although they are familiar
and comfortable with the Bible, they are possessed with a certain
frustration, a frustration that is reflective of the core experience
of Catholicism.

For a Catholic to go to the Bible with the expectation that all
that is important to them in their faith journey will be easily dis-
covered and explained, disappointment soon sets in. They discover
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the power of the Word of God, but they do not clearly discover the
dogmas, doctrines, and practices of Catholicism. The reason is, of
course, that Catholicism has been constructed on the twin pillars
of Scripture and Tradition. Sacred Tradition is united to Scripture
in the oneness of divine revelation, but the connection is not as
clear as some might assume it would be.

For Catholics searching for direction and explanation, a further
frustration sets in when they attempt to educate themselves about
their spiritual tradition. If they go to a bookstore and pick up a
book on the Bible, more often than not the book will help them
understand the Bible, but it will be from a non-Catholic perspective,
and much of what is important to Catholics in their journey—such
as the sacraments, the teaching authority of the Church, and moral
theology—will not be explained.

It is into this vacuum, in answer to this frustration, that The
Essential Bible Handbook is positioned. It is in this spirit that this
book is offered as a helpful companion and tool for the Catholic
who feels called to study and reflect on the Bible, but who wants to
do so with a Catholic sense and feeling to what is being read and
reflected on. This book is intended to be a helpful guide and, as
such, will be distinctly different from other potential Bible-study
books that may appear on the shelves of the local bookstore.

Catholic readers will be guided throughout this handbook in
the use of the essential references which have been consulted. The
primary reference that will be provided is the appropriate Scrip-
ture reference. The Scripture reference provides the name of the
book, along with the appropriate chapter and verse, for example,
“the Gospel of John, chapter 5, verse 11” (Jn 5:11). A review of ab-
breviations used is provided in section two of this handbook. In
addition to the references provided from Scripture, references to the
Catechism of the Catholic Church are also provided. Catechism refer-
ences include the specific paragraph reference point, for example,
“The Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph 135" (CCC 135).
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