How These Studies Wer e Created

A note on our use of artificial intelligence - CatholicArmory.com

Every study in this series began the old-fashioned way: with Scripture open, a question worth asking, and a
desire to hear how the Church has answered it. What is new is the set of tools we used to listen.

The Catholic Church carries two thousand years of reflection on the Word of God. The Fathers of the Church,
the great Doctors, the ecumenical councils, the Catechism, and the theologians of our own day form alibrary
so vast that no one person could read it al in alifetime. In preparing these studies, we used artificial
intelligence as a research assistant to search that library: to surface what St. Augustine or St. John Chrysostom
actually said about a passage, to locate the relevant paragraphs of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, and
to trace how a doctrine devel oped from the apostolic age to the present. The Al did not write our theology. It
helped us find the Church's.

Because these tools are powerful but imperfect, we placed strict guardrails around their use. Every patristic
guotation and Catechism reference was required to be verified against its source, never invented or
embellished. Where the Church has defined a matter, we state it plainly. Where she has not, we say so
honestly and refuse to speak with more certainty than she does. Our standard throughout has been complete
fidelity to Catholic doctrine as taught by the Magisterium, and nothing was permitted into these pages that
could not stand under that light.

We also refused to trust any single tool. Each session was cross-examined by multiple independent Al
systems, each tasked with hunting for error: doctrinal imprecision or heresy, overstated claims, misattributed
guotations, and the fabrications (often called hallucinations) to which these systems are prone. Where the
reviewers disagreed, a human being went back to the sources and settled the question.

Finally, and most importantly, these studies were tested on people, not just machines. A group of trusted
reviewers, faithful Catholics whose judgment we rely on, worked through the material session by session in
trial runs, flagging anything unclear, unbalanced, or unfaithful before the studies reached their final form.

We offer thiswork in aspirit of service to the Church, and we submit it gladly to her judgment. If any error
remains despite these efforts, the fault is ours alone. Our hope is simple: that these pages help you encounter
the living Word of God, in the company of the saints who have loved Him for twenty centuries.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION ONE -

The Kingdom Has Come

The Sower - The Growing Seed ‘- The Mustard Seed - The Leaven

“The kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel.”
Mark 1:15 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session opens the series, and it carries three tasks at once: to introduce the parable as a way of
teaching, to introduce the Kingdom of God as a coherent reality, and to begin forming participants in the
disposition of receiving the Word. Jesus answers the question “What is the Kingdom?” not with a
definition but with four parables, gathered here from the parable discourses of Matthew 13 and Mark 4:
the Sower, the Growing Seed, the Mustard Seed, and the Leaven. Read together they form a single picture
of how the Kingdom comes into the world. The Word is sown (the Sower); it grows by a power that is
not the worker’s (the Growing Seed); it begins small and becomes large (the Mustard Seed); it
transforms what it touches from within (the Leaven).

The deepest Old Testament background for the session is Daniel 2 and Daniel 7, where the Kingdom of
God arrives as a stone that becomes a mountain filling the earth and as an everlasting kingdom given to
the Son of Man, Jesus’ own favorite self-designation. Because that background does real work in the
discussion, it is developed once, in full, under Old Testament Roots below, and it is opened with the
group by discovery rather than lecture. Brant Pitre develops this Daniel connection at length; in a real
sense the parables of this session are Daniel 2 in narrative form.

The leader’s posture in this session is to instill wonder, not to deliver a lecture. The Kingdom is not a
topic to analyze; it is a reality to enter.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

Why Jesus speaks in parables



When the disciples ask Jesus why he teaches in parables (Mt 13:10), his answer is striking. He says that
knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom has been given to them and not to others, and he quotes Isaiah
6:9-10 directly, framing the parables as the fulfillment of that prophetic word (Mt 13:11-15). The parable
both reveals and conceals: it opens to those who hunger to understand and closes to those who do not.
This is not arbitrary. A parable rewards attention; it cannot be skimmed. It requires the hearer to
engage, to wrestle with the image until meaning emerges. The Kingdom cannot be received passively,
and the form of Jesus’ teaching is itself part of the teaching.

The Sower: the seed and the soils

The Sower is one of only three parables Jesus interprets directly (Mt 13:18-23; cf. Mk 4:14-20; Lk 8:11-15).
The seed is “the word of the kingdom” (Mt 13:19). The four soils are four conditions in which the Word
lands, and they map onto recognizable human dispositions:

The Catholic exegetical tradition reads the parable on several levels. At the literal level, the four soils are
four kinds of hearers responding to Jesus’ preaching, and by extension to all preaching of the gospel. At
the moral level, St. Augustine and others apply the parable to the interior life of every Christian,
recognizing that the same heart can be path, rocky, or thorny in different seasons (cf. Confessions
VIIL.12, where grace breaks open even a resistant will). The pastoral application is faithful, but it should
not displace the literal force: Jesus is first describing four responses to his message.

St. John Chrysostom presses the responsibility of the hearer (Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 44). The seed
is the same, the Sower is the same, the intention is the same; the variable is the soil. His challenge is
uncomfortable: do not blame the Word, the preacher, or the season; ask what kind of soil you are.

Curtis Mitch and Scott Hahn, in the Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: New Testament commentary on
Matthew 13, add a salvation-historical dimension. Israel has long been the field where the Word was
sown through the prophets; the four soils describe Israel’s varied response, now reaching its decisive
form in the response to Jesus.

The Growing Seed: the Kingdom grows by its own power

This parable appears only in Mark (4:26-29). The man scatters seed, sleeps and rises night and day, and
the seed grows “of itself” (Mk 4:28). The Greek is automate, the source of our word “automatic.” The
harvest comes, and the man puts in the sickle. The parable corrects two opposite errors. Against
passivity it insists on the harvest: a real ingathering will happen. Against frenzied activism it insists on
the hidden agency of God: the Kingdom grows by a power that is not the worker’s. St. Thomas Aquinas’
distinction between operative grace (by which God moves the will) and cooperative grace (by which the
will, once moved, moves with God) illuminates the image (Summa Theologiae I-11, q. 111, a. 2). The
Growing Seed can be read, by analogy, as an image of operative grace in narrative form: the farmer’s
work is real but secondary; the growth is the Lord’s.

The Mustard Seed: small beginnings, universal scope

The Mustard Seed (Mt 13:31-32; Mk 4:30-32; Lk 13:18-19) addresses the apparent insignificance of Jesus’
movement: a handful of fishermen, a wandering rabbi with no political power, a Kingdom that looks too
small to matter. Two Old Testament backgrounds are essential, and both are developed under Old



Testament Roots below: Daniel 2, where a stone “cut out by no human hand” becomes a mountain filling
the earth, and the prophetic image of the great tree with birds nesting in its branches (Ezekiel 17:22-24;
contrast Daniel 4:10-14). In the discussion these are not explained to the group; the group reads them
and finds the connection. (A botanical note: the plant is most likely Brassica nigra, black mustard,
common in first-century Palestine and able to grow into a shrub of eight to ten feet; Mishnah Kil’ayim
3:2 reflects rabbinic awareness that mustard behaved like a shrub in cultivation. Jesus’ point is
disproportion, not absolute size: the smallest beginning, a tree-like result.)

The Leaven: hidden transformation

The Leaven (Mt 13:33; Lk 13:20-21) describes the same dynamic from the inside. A woman takes leaven
and hides it (Greek enekrypsen, “she hid”) in three measures of flour until the whole batch is leavened.
The detail is significant. In Israel’s ritual law leaven is excluded from Passover and from most grain
offerings (Ex 12:15; Lev 2:11), though it is permitted in the thanksgiving offering (Lev 7:13); in later usage
it often serves as an image of corrupting influence, and Jesus himself uses it negatively elsewhere (“the
leaven of the Pharisees,” Mt 16:6). Here the image is reversed: the Kingdom is what works invisibly until
the whole is changed. Paired with the Mustard Seed (Mt 13:31-33; Lk 13:18-21), the two form a complete
picture: the Mustard Seed describes outward expansion, the Leaven inward transformation. The
Kingdom grows in both directions at once, outward into the world and inward into every life it touches.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These passages are the deep roots of Session 1's parables; these images lived in Israel’s Scriptures and
would have been familiar to many of Jesus’ first hearers. This is the one place they are developed in full;
in the discussion the group will read the key ones and find the connection for themselves. Reading them
alongside the parables shows that Jesus is not inventing images. He is announcing the fulfillment of
promises centuries old.

ISAIAH 55:10-11 (RSV2CE)

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and return not thither but water the earth,
making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be
that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I
purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it.”

The seed of the Sower is not generic religious teaching. It is the Word of God of which Isaiah speaks, and
that Word carries within itself the power of divine intention. The question is not whether the Word will
accomplish God’s purpose, but what kind of soil receives it.

DANIEL 2:34-35 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“As you looked, a stone was cut out by no human hand, and it smote the image on its feet of iron and
clay, and broke them in pieces. ... But the stone that struck the image became a great mountain and
filled the whole earth.”



Daniel’s vision is the closest Old Testament parallel to the Mustard Seed: a kingdom that begins as a
stone and ends as a mountain, “cut out by no human hand,” which is to say not the product of human
empire-building. This is exactly the pattern of the Mustard Seed: small beginning, universal scope,
divine origin.

EZEKIEL 17:22-24 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of the cedar, and will set it out; I will break off from the
topmost of its young twigs a tender one, and I myself will plant it upon a high and lofty mountain. ...
And it will bring forth boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar; and under it will dwell all kinds
of beasts; in the shade of its branches birds of every sort will nest.”

God himself plants the sprig that becomes the sheltering tree. When Jesus says the Kingdom is like a
mustard seed that becomes a great shrub where birds nest, the Church’s exegetical tradition has long
heard in this image Jesus identifying his own movement as the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s promise.

DANIEL 4:10-12 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“I saw, and behold, a tree in the midst of the earth; and its height was great. The tree grew and became
strong, and its top reached to heaven ... And in it was food for all. The beasts of the field found shade
under it, and the birds of the air dwelt in its branches.”

The tree in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream is an earthly empire, vast and sheltering, and it is then cut down
(Dan 4:14). When Jesus uses the same image of birds in branches, the contrast suggests itself: earthly
empires, however vast and sheltering, are cut down (Dan 4:14), while Daniel elsewhere promises a
kingdom that “shall never be destroyed” (Dan 2:44). Read together, the images point to a Kingdom that
will become universal and, unlike every earthly empire, will not be cut down.

ISAIAH 6:9-10 (RSV2CE)

“And he said, ‘Go, and say to this people: Hear and hear, but do not understand; see and see, but do not
perceive. Make the heart of this people fat, and their ears heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they see with
their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.”

Jesus quotes this directly to explain why the parables both reveal and conceal (Mt 13:14-15). The
parables fulfill Isaiah’s prophetic word: they reveal the Kingdom to those who hunger to receive and
harden those who resist. The form of the teaching is itself both a judgment and a mercy.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with a specific source citation. Where a Father’s teaching is
faithfully represented but no single quotable line fits the exposition, it is given as paraphrase, without quotation
marks, with citation to the work where the teaching appears.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)



St. Augustine’s pastoral conviction, expressed throughout his sermons and his works on grace, is that no
soul is permanently fixed in its present condition. The same heart that has been a footpath in one season
can be plowed open by suffering and grace and become fruitful. His own conversion, recounted in
Confessions VIIL12, is for him the standing witness of this truth: the resistant will can be turned, and
decisively.

From the opening of the Confessions (1.1): “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is
restless until it rests in you.” The good soil of the Sower is, finally, the heart that has stopped trying to
rest anywhere except in God.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

In his Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, Homily 44 (on Mt 13:1-23), St. John Chrysostom develops the
responsibility of the hearer. The seed is the same in every case, the Sower is the same, and the Sower’s
intention is the same; the variable is the soil. He presses his congregation: do not blame the preacher,
the Scripture, or the season for the unfruitfulness of your own heart. Examine the soil.

He notes a striking pastoral point: the Sower does not avoid sowing on hard ground, rocky places, or
thorny soil. He sows everywhere. The implication is hope, for the rocky might become rich, the wayside
arable, the thorns cleared. The Sower’s indiscriminate generosity is itself a form of hope.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas Aquinas treats the parables in his Commentary on Matthew and gathers the Fathers in the
Catena Aurea. On the Mustard Seed, a recurrent theme among the Fathers gathered in the Catena is that
smallness of origin is no measure of greatness of destiny: the Kingdom’s humble beginnings in Galilee
are no argument against its universal scope. On the Growing Seed his teaching on grace illuminates the
parable. In Summa Theologiae I-11, q. 111, a. 2 he distinguishes operative grace (by which God moves the
will) from cooperative grace (by which the will, once moved, then moves with God). The Growing Seed
can be read, by analogy, as an image of operative grace in narrative form: the man scatters and sleeps,
and the seed grows by a power he does not produce.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
CCC 541

“Jesus inaugurates the Church by preaching the Good News, that is, the coming of the Reign of God,
promised over the ages in the scriptures: ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand;
repent, and believe in the gospel.” To carry out the will of the Father, Christ inaugurated the kingdom of
heaven on earth.”

CCC 543

“Everyone is called to enter the kingdom. First announced to the children of Israel, this messianic
kingdom is intended to accept men of all nations. To enter it, one must first accept Jesus’ word.”

CCC 546

“Jesus’ invitation to enter his kingdom comes in the form of parables, a characteristic feature of his
teaching. ... Through his parables he invites people to the feast of the kingdom, but he also asks for a




radical choice: to gain the kingdom, one must give everything. Words are not enough; deeds are
required.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Establish the series arc: the Kingdom is here, it is growing, and it requires reception. 2. Help participants
identify, with honesty, what kind of soil their heart is in this season. 3. Plant the central question that will

run through all ten sessions: am I receiving the Word? 4. Begin to form an atmosphere of wonder rather than
analysis.

Time estimate (90 minutes)

o0

The Sower (read, three-tier discussion): 30 min
L

The Growing Seed (read, brief discussion): 10 min
o

The Mustard Seed and the Leaven, with Old Testament discovery: 25 min
[

Application and concrete commitment: 10 min
[

Closing prayer: 5 min

If the Sower discussion runs long, abbreviate the Mustard Seed and Leaven to one discovery question
and one Life question, and draw the rest from Going Deeper.

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

Leader, or invite a participant to pray:

“Heavenly Father, you sow your Word into our hearts every time we open Scripture and every time we
listen for your voice. Open our ears to hear, our minds to understand, and our hearts to receive what you
have planted in us. Give us the patience to let your Word grow in its own time, and the courage to let it
transform us. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)



Go around the group: name, what brought you to this study, and one thing you hope to receive from
these ten sessions. About a minute each. Keep it moving; the discussion is the heart of the night.

READ ALOUD

Jesus told more parables about the Kingdom of God than about any other subject, but he never defined
the Kingdom the way a textbook would. Instead he said, “The kingdom of heaven is like ...” and told a
story. Over the next ten weeks we will let Jesus teach us the Kingdom the way he chose to teach it: not as
a concept to memorize, but as a reality to enter. Tonight we read four of his Kingdom parables together,
drawn from Matthew 13 and Mark 4, each revealing something about how the Kingdom comes into the
world. Listen for what they have in common.

PART ONE - THE SOWER (MATTHEW 13:3-9, 18-23)

Have someone read Matthew 13:3-9 aloud. Then read Jesus’ own interpretation in 13:18-23.
MATTHEW 13:3-8 (RSV2CE)

“A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seeds fell along the path, and the birds came and
devoured them. Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where they had not much soil, and immediately they
sprang up, since they had no depth of soil, but when the sun rose they were scorched; and since they
had no root they withered away. Other seeds fell upon thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them.
Other seeds fell on good soil and brought forth grain, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty.”

MATTHEW 13:19-23 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“When any one hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and
snatches away what is sown in his heart ... As for what was sown on good soil, this is he who hears the
word and understands it; he indeed bears fruit, and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty,
and in another thirty.”

Q1. [TEXT] Jesus describes four different outcomes for the seed, and the seed is the same in every case.
What changes from one outcome to the next? What stays the same?

Leader note: The variable is the soil. The constants are the seed (the Word of God) and the Sower (Christ). This
observation is the hinge of the whole parable; it sets up everything else.

Q2. [TEXT] Inverses 19-23 Jesus names three forces that keep the Word from bearing fruit: the evil one,
persecution and tribulation, and the cares of the world with the deceitfulness of riches. Walk through
each. How are they different from one another?

Leader note: The first is direct spiritual opposition (the evil one). The second is suffering that produces falling away
where roots are shallow. The third is subtler: not opposition or suffering, but the slow drift of life’s cares and material
attachment. Each fails the Word differently, and the Christian life is exposed to all three.

Q3. [TRADITION] St. Augustine reads the four soils as seasons of the same heart rather than four fixed
categories of people. St. John Chrysostom stresses that the seed and the Sower are the same, so the
variable, and the responsibility, is the soil. Read together, what do these two voices ask of you?



Leader note: St. Augustine offers hope; St. John Chrysostom aoffers responsibility. Both readings are true and both are
pastoral, and the Catholic tradition holds them together: no soul is beyond grace, and each of us is responsible for the soil
we are becoming. Resist the move to choose one and dismiss the other.

Q4. [TRADITION] Isaiah 55:10-11 says God’s Word “shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish
that which I purpose.” Yet in the parable the Word is choked or withered in three soils out of four. How
do both passages stay true at the same time?

Leader note: God’s Word always accomplishes his ultimate purpose in salvation history (Isaiah’s claim). The response of
any individual heart is nonetheless real; the heart is free to receive or reject in the moment (Jesus’ claim). The two are not
in contradiction. This holds divine sovereignty and human freedom together without collapsing one into the other.

Q5. [LIFE] Be honest with yourself for a moment, not for the group. Of the four soils, which one most
truthfully describes where your heart is right now: path, rocky, thorny, or fruitful? You do not have to
share your answer.

Leader note: Give a full minute of silence here. The point is personal recognition, not group sharing. Afterward, invite
anyone who wishes to share, but do not press. The recognition is the work.

Q6. [LIFE] The thorns in Jesus’ own interpretation are “the cares of the world and the delight in riches”
(Mt 13:22). What specific cares and attachments are choking the Word in your life right now?

Leader note: Press for specificity. “Stress” or “busyness” is too vague. What stress, about what, whose approval, what
attachment? The parable’s diagnostic value is in the specifics. With high-school and young-adult groups, common honest
answers include phone use, comparison and image-management online, fear of disappointing parents, romantic
attachments, and anxiety about career or grades.

PART TWO - THE GROWING SEED (MARK 4:26-29)

Have someone read Mark 4:26-29 aloud.
MARK 4:26-29 (RSV2CE)

“And he said, ‘The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed upon the ground, and should sleep
and rise night and day, and the seed should sprout and grow, he knows not how. The earth produces of
itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear. But when the grain is ripe, at once he
puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.”

READ ALOUD

The phrase translated “of itself” in verse 28 is the Greek automate, the source of our word
“automatic.” Mark is making a careful point. The man who scatters the seed is real, and his work
matters, but the seed grows by a power that is not his. The Kingdom comes by God’s primary action,
not ours. Our work is real, and it is also secondary.

Q7. [LIFE] The farmer scatters the seed, then sleeps. The seed grows by a power he does not control and
cannot produce. Where in your spiritual life have you been trying to force growth by effort, when this
parable suggests your work is to scatter and to wait?



Leader note: This often surfaces ministry workers, parents praying for children, people in difficult prayer, and those
longing for the conversion of family or friends. The parable does not eliminate the worker; it relocates the source of
growth. “Scatter and sleep” is not passivity; it is trust.

PART THREE - THE MUSTARD SEED AND THE LEAVEN (MARK 4:30-32;
MATTHEW 13:33)

Have someone read Mark 4:30-32 and then Matthew 13:33 aloud.
MARK 4:30-32 (RSV2CE)

“And he said, ‘With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable shall we use for it? It is
like a grain of mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on
earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large
branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.”

MATTHEW 13:33 (RSV2CE)

“He told them another parable. ‘The kingdom of heaven is like leaven which a woman took and hid in
three measures of flour, till it was all leavened.””

Q8. [TEXT] The Mustard Seed describes outward growth, small to large. The Leaven describes inward
transformation, a hidden agent that changes the whole batch. Why might Jesus pair these two images?
What does each one say that the other does not?

Leader note: The Mustard Seed answers “where is the Kingdom?” (it spreads outward through the world). The Leaven

answers “how does the Kingdom work?” (from the inside, hidden, transforming what it touches). Together they describe
one Kingdom moving in two directions at once.

READ ALOUD

Jesus’ first hearers did not hear these images in a vacuum. The picture of a tiny seed becoming a great
sheltering plant, with birds nesting in its branches, already lived in their Scriptures. Let’s read three of
those passages and see what Jesus is doing with them. Read each one slowly before answering.

Have someone read Daniel 2:34-35 aloud.

DANIEL 2:34-35 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“As you looked, a stone was cut out by no human hand, and it smote the image on its feet of iron and
clay, and broke them in pieces. ... But the stone that struck the image became a great mountain and
filled the whole earth.”

Q9. [TRADITION] Set Daniel’s vision beside the Mustard Seed. What is the same about the two images,
from beginning to end? And what might “cut out by no human hand” be telling us about where this
Kingdom comes from?



Leader note: Both move from something tiny to something that fills the earth: stone to mountain, smallest seed to
greatest shrub. “Cut out by no human hand” signals divine origin: this Kingdom is not built by human empire. Let the
group arrive at “small beginning, universal scope, God’s doing” themselves before you name it. Daniel 2 is the closest Old
Testament parallel to the parable.

Have someone read Ezekiel 17:22-24 and then Daniel 4:10-14 aloud, back to back.
EZEKIEL 17:22-24 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of the cedar ... and I myself will plant it upon a high and
lofty mountain. ... And it will bring forth boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar; and under it
will dwell all kinds of beasts; in the shade of its branches birds of every sort will nest.”

DANIEL 4:10-12, 14 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“I saw ... a tree in the midst of the earth; and its height was great ... and the birds of the air dwelt in its
branches. ... He cried aloud and said thus, ‘Hew down the tree and cut off its branches.”

Q10. [TRADITION] Both trees have birds nesting in their branches, the same picture Jesus uses. Read the
two side by side. Who plants the tree in Ezekiel, and what happens to the tree in Daniel 4? By choosing
this image, what is Jesus claiming about his Kingdom?

Leader note: In Ezekiel God himself plants the tree, and it endures: this is the promise. In Daniel 4 the tree is

Nebuchadnezzar’s empire, and it is cut down: this is the fate of every earthly kingdom. On this reading, Jesus claims the
Ezekiel promise for his Kingdom and contrasts it with imperial fate. Read together with Daniel 2:44, the images point to a
Kingdom that will become universal and will not be cut down. This is one of the quiet but striking ways he identifies his
movement with God’s own action in history.

Q11. [LIFE] The Leaven works invisibly. You cannot watch leaven changing dough; you see only the
result. Where do you sense God working in you in ways you cannot yet see or measure? What would it
mean to trust that work without evidence of it?

Leader note: A contemplative question; not everyone will have a ready answer, and that is fine. The question itself is
formative. Resist the urge to fill the silence.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

This week, before you open Scripture or sit down to pray, say one sentence aloud: “Lord, make me good
soil today.” Then read or pray slowly, paying attention to what you hear. Come next week ready to share
one place where you noticed the Word working in you, even quietly.

Then take the specific “thorn” you named in question six. Write it down. Bring it to confession or to
prayer this week.

Scripture Memory
MATTHEW 13:23 (RSV2CE)

“As for what was sown on good soil, this is he who hears the word and understands it; he indeed bears

10



fruit, and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in another sixty, and in another thirty.”

Closing Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you are the Sower, and your Word is good seed. We confess that our hearts have been path,
rocky, and thorny in different seasons, sometimes within a single day. Plow us open. Deepen our roots.
Burn away the thorns of anxious attachment. Make us, this week and every week, the good soil that
hears your Word, understands it, and bears fruit. We ask this through you, the Word made flesh, the
seed planted in our hearts. Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

These questions are available if your group finishes early or if a question opens territory worth
exploring. Use them in any order; you do not need all of them.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Jesus quotes Isaiah 6:9-10 in Matthew 13:14-15 to explain why some hear the parables and
others do not. Read Isaiah 6:9-10 in its prophetic context. What does it mean that the parables fulfill this

prophecy?

Leader note: Isaiah 6 is the prophet’s commissioning, where God tells him his preaching will produce hardness in many
hearers. Jesus’ use of the passage signals that the parables are themselves a prophetic action: they reveal to the willing and
harden the resistant. The parable form is at once judgment and mercy.

QGD2. [TRADITION] 1 Peter 1:23 calls believers “born anew ... through the living and abiding word of
God,” and James 1:21 calls Christians to “receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save
your souls.” How do these texts illuminate the Sower?

Leader note: Both treat the Word as a living seed planted in the believer. The Sower is the foundational image of the New
Testament’s account of how grace begins in a soul; the Christian life is, in one sense, the Word working its way out from
the seed it was planted as.

QGD3. [LIFE] St. Augustine’s conviction is that no one is permanently hard ground, yet the path in the
Sower is hard and the seed never takes root there at all. Hold these two together. Where does it leave you
as you pray for a particular person who currently looks like the path?

Leader note: A tender question; many will be praying for a parent, child, sibling, or friend who looks closed to faith. St.
Augustine’s hope is real: the path can be plowed. But the parable also recognizes that some hearts are closed in this
present moment. The Christian’s posture is patient prayer and faithful sowing, neither despair nor presumption. Suffering,
time, and grace are the plow.

QGD4. [TRADITION] Read Daniel 2:44 (“in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a
kingdom which shall never be destroyed”) alongside Mark 1:15 (“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom
of God is at hand”). If the Mustard Seed is Daniel 2 arriving in history, what is Jesus announcing about
when the Kingdom comes?

Leader note: Daniel foresaw a kingdom set up “in the days of those kings” that would never be destroyed. Mark 1:15
announces that those days have arrived: the Kingdom is not merely a distant future hope: it has truly arrived in Christ, is
growing now, and will come in its fullness at his return. For Catholic biblical theology this is the linchpin: Christ
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inaugurates Daniel’s everlasting Kingdom, and the Church is its seed and beginning in history (CCC 541, 567; Lumen
Gentium 5), awaiting its definitive fulfillment when Christ returns in glory.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Matthew 13:3-9,18-23 | Mark 4:26-29 | Mark 4:30-32 | Matthew 13:33

0ld Testament background: Isaiah 55:10-11 | Isaiah 6:9-10 | Daniel 2:34-35, 44 | Daniel 4:10-14 | Ezekiel
17:22-24

New Testament support: 1Peter 1:23 | James 1:21 | Romans 10:17 | 1Corinthians 3:6-9
Catechism: CCC 541, 543, 546

Sources cited: St. Augustine, Confessions 1.1 and VIIL.12 | St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 44

| St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-11, q. 111, a. 2, and Catena Aurea on Matthew 13 | Ignatius Catholic
Study Bible: New Testament (Mitch and Hahn), on Matthew 13 | Brant Pitre, on the Daniel background of the
Kingdom.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION TWO -

The Kingdom and Its Enemies

The Weeds among the Wheat - The Dragnet ‘- The Barren Fig Tree

“The harvest is the close of the age, and the reapers are angels.”
Matthew 13:39 (RSV2CE)

LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

Last week we heard that the Kingdom has come, that it is growing, and that it requires reception. This
week we hear the question every thoughtful Christian eventually asks: if the Kingdom has come, why is
there still so much evil in the world? Why does the Church contain hypocrites? Why do prayers go
unanswered? Why does God seem to wait? Jesus answers not with a theology lecture but with three
parables: the Weeds among the Wheat, the Dragnet, and the Barren Fig Tree. Read together they hold
three truths in tension. The evil is real. A sorting is coming. The waiting has a purpose.

The pastoral danger to avoid is the slide into either of two opposite errors. Presumption says God will
sort it all out, so nothing I do matters. Despair says the evil is too great and the Church too corrupt for
the Kingdom to be real. Jesus refuses both. The weeds will be gathered. The fig tree will be examined.
The waiting is not God’s indifference; it is God’s patience, and the patience has a horizon.

Audience note: high-school and young-adult participants almost always come to this session with a
story: someone who claimed Christ but did not live it, a Catholic who deeply hurt them, scandals in the
wider Church, hypocrisy among people they loved. The session’s success depends on letting that real
experience meet Jesus’ real words. Do not rush past the wounds. Do not rush past the warnings.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The Weeds among the Wheat: a mixed world, a mixed Church, on the way to harvest

The Greek word for the weed in Matthew 13:24-30 is zizanion (Mt 13:25, 27, 29, 30, 36, 38, 40), commonly
identified with darnel (Lolium temulentum), a grass that in its early growth is almost indistinguishable



from wheat. The botanical detail is theologically important: premature human judgment about who is
in and who is out of the Kingdom will be unreliable, because what looks like a weed may be wheat in
process, and what looks like wheat may not finish as wheat. The image is not arbitrarys; it is precisely
the image Jesus needed.

Note that Jesus himself identifies the field as “the world” (Mt 13:38); the parable directly concerns the
mixed condition of the world until the final judgment. Because the Church on earth shares in that mixed
condition, St. Augustine and the Catholic tradition draw a legitimate analogous application to the
pilgrim Church.

St. Augustine used this parable as one of his central arguments in the long Donatist controversy. The
Donatists were a North African rigorist movement who insisted that the visible Church must be free of
any sinner, especially those who had compromised under persecution. Against them, St. Augustine
argued that the Church on earth is a mixed reality, a corpus permixtum (a “mixed body”), and will
remain so until the harvest (see On Baptism, Against the Donatists IV.10-11; Tractates on the Gospel of
John 6.2 and 45.10). The standard summary of his teaching, often passed on as a near-quotation, is that
many whom the Church visibly numbers among her own do not finally belong to God, and many whom
God numbers among his own are not yet visibly within the Church. The pastoral consequence: human
attempts to manufacture a perfectly pure visible Church by sorting out the weeds will damage the
wheat. The judgment of souls belongs to God.

This is not a counsel of complacency. The complement, drawn out by St. John Chrysostom and consistent
with St. Augustine, is that the weed can become wheat through repentance. The command not to pull up
the weeds prematurely is itself an act of mercy toward those who have not yet come to conversion. The
delay is pastoral, not permissive. The harvest is real. The mercy is real. Both at once.

The Dragnet: every kind, then sorted

The Dragnet (Mt 13:47-50) is the same teaching from a different angle. The Greek word is sagené, a long
dragnet pulled between two boats or from the shore, gathering every kind of fish (Mt 13:47). The sorting
happens not in the water but on the shore: the good are kept, the bad are discarded, and Jesus interprets
the parable himself in vv. 49-50. Its emphasis differs slightly from the Weeds. The Weeds presses against
premature judgment within the Church; the Dragnet presses against the sentimentalism that imagines
no final sorting at all. Both parables resist the same pastoral error from opposite sides: the Weeds
against the rigorist who would sort too soon, the Dragnet against the universalist who imagines no
sorting will ever happen. Jesus holds both.

The Barren Fig Tree: extended mercy, but not unlimited

The Barren Fig Tree appears only in Luke (13:6-9), and its placement matters: it comes immediately
after Jesus’ sharp call to repentance in Luke 13:1-5, “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” The
fig tree with no fruit is not a symbol of hopelessness; it is a symbol of extended, costly mercy. The owner
is ready to cut it down. The vinedresser intercedes for one more year, offering to dig and fertilize at his
own labor, buying time for the tree to bear fruit.

The fig tree is a consistent Old Testament image for Israel (Hos 9:10; Jer 8:13; Mic 7:1). Jesus’ cursing of
the fig tree (Mt 21:18-22; Mk 11:12-14, 20-21) and this parable have often been read together as a
thematic pair: a prophetic warning, especially concerning unfruitful Israel and its leadership, against
the appearance of life without fruit. The Church’s tradition has often read the vinedresser as Christ



himself, the merciful intercessor between divine justice and the unrepentant heart, and as a model for
every priest, parent, and disciple who stands between God and another soul, asking for one more year.

The pastoral force of the parable is the tension built into its open ending. The vinedresser asks for one
more year, and the conditional is real: “if it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it
down” (Lk 13:9). God’s patience is real, but the time it gives us in this life is not unlimited. Both the
mercy and the deadline are pastoral truths. Take both seriously.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These passages are the deep roots of Session 2’s parables. This is where they are developed in full; in the
discussion the group will read the fig-tree texts and find the connection for themselves.

GENESIS 3:15 (RSV2CE)

“I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise
your head, and you shall bruise his heel.”

The two seeds in the field of the Weeds parable have their deepest root here, in what Catholic tradition
calls the protoevangelium, the first hint of the Gospel. There are two lines in human history, the seed of
the woman and the seed of the serpent; the conflict between them runs through Scripture; it is
decisively won by Christ in his Cross and Resurrection, and that victory will be fully manifested only at
the final harvest.

HOSEA 9:10 (RSV2CE)

“Like grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel. Like the first fruit on the fig tree, in its first season, I saw
your fathers. But they came to Baal-peor, and consecrated themselves to Baal, and became detestable
like the thing they loved.”

God’s memory of a fruitful Israel is set against the present barrenness. The Barren Fig Tree is grief as
much as warning: God remembers what the tree was once, which is exactly why he cannot accept the
unfruitfulness now.

ISAIAH 5:1-2, 7 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Let me sing for my beloved a love song concerning his vineyard ... He digged it and cleared it of stones,
and planted it with choice vines ... he looked for it to yield grapes, but it yielded wild grapes ... For the
vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel.”

Isaiah’s Song of the Vineyard is the framework behind every parable about fruitless plants in the
Gospels. God invests, plants, prunes, and waits. The expectation of fruit is not arbitrary; it is the right
consequence of God’s investment in his people.

JEREMIAH 8:13 (RSV2CE)

“When I would gather them, says the Lord, there are no grapes on the vine, nor figs on the fig tree; even



the leaves are withered, and what I gave them has passed away from them.”

Jeremiah'’s prophetic complaint is the literary substrate of the Barren Fig Tree. God comes seeking fruit
and finds none; the prophet’s grief becomes the owner’s grief in the parable.

ZEPHANIAH 1:14-15 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“The great day of the Lord is near, near and hastening fast ... a day of wrath is that day, a day of distress
and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and gloom.”

The eschatological sorting in the Dragnet draws on the Old Testament Day of the Lord tradition. Jesus’
reference to “the close of the age” (Mt 13:49) is not a private innovation; it is the prophetic Day of the
Lord, now identified with his own coming.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with a specific source citation. Where a Father’s teaching is
faithfully represented but no single quotable line fits, it is given as paraphrase, without quotation marks, with
citation to the work where it appears.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s sustained engagement with this parable comes through his anti-Donatist writings
(especially On Baptism, Against the Donatists IV.10-11) and his Tractates on the Gospel of John (notably
6.2 and 45.10). The teaching: the Church on earth is a corpus permixtum, a mixed body of saints and
sinners, and human attempts to sort the visible Church into a perfectly pure community will damage
the wheat along with the weeds. Judgment of souls belongs to God at the harvest.

He adds, against complacency, that the weed can become wheat: the forbearance of the Lord is the time
of conversion (cf. 2 Pet 3:9). Pastoral patience and pastoral urgency are not opposites for St. Augustine;
they are the same posture before different aspects of the same reality.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom treats the Weeds parable in his Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, Homilies 46-47.
His pastoral concern is that harsh discipline within the Church risks destroying souls who could have
been converted. He dwells on the command, “Let both grow together until the harvest” (Mt 13:30): the
patience is not indifference but the gift of time for repentance, and he presses his congregation to use
the time well.

On the Dragnet he emphasizes the seriousness of the closing image: the furnace of fire is Jesus’ own
language, and the preacher who softens it is unfaithful to his Master. The patience that holds back the
harvest does not eliminate it.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

In his Catena Aurea on Matthew 13, St. Thomas gathers the Fathers’ teaching on the Weeds, above all St.
Augustine’s: the Church’s authority to discipline does not extend to certain identification of those finally



outside grace, both because of the risk of harming those who could yet repent and because apparent
weeds cannot be identified with the certainty ultimate judgment requires. On how God’s patience and
final justice belong together, his treatment in Summa Theologiae I, q. 21 (on God’s justice and mercy) is
illuminating: mercy and justice are not opposed in God but perfectly one. Applied to these parables, this
suggests that God’s patience toward the still-living sinner is mercy and justice acting together: the time
before the harvest is time given for conversion.

CATECHISM CONNECTION

CCC 827

“Christ, holy, innocent, and undefiled, knew nothing of sin, but came only to expiate the sins of the
people. The Church, however, clasping sinners to her bosom, at once holy and always in need of
purification, follows constantly the path of penance and renewal.”

CCC1040

“The Last Judgment will come when Christ returns in glory. ... Then through his Son Jesus Christ he will
pronounce the final word on all history. We shall know the ultimate meaning of the whole work of
creation and of the entire economy of salvation and understand the marvelous ways by which his
Providence led everything towards its final end.”

CCC1861

“Mortal sin is a radical possibility of human freedom, as is love itself. ... If it is not redeemed by
repentance and God'’s forgiveness, it causes exclusion from Christ’s kingdom and the eternal death of
hell, for our freedom has the power to make choices for ever, with no turning back.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Address the real scandal of evil in the world and in the Church honestly and theologically. 2. Hold both
poles together: God is patient, and God’s patience is not infinite. 3. Direct attention inward, away from
judgment of others and toward the soil of one’s own heart. 4. Let the open ending of the Barren Fig Tree do its
work: the parable is unfinished because the response is ours.

Time estimate (90 minutes)
[
Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min
[

The Weeds among the Wheat (read, three-tier discussion): 30 min



The Dragnet (read, brief discussion): 12 min
o

The Barren Fig Tree (read, Old Testament discovery, discussion): 23 min

Application and concrete commitment: 10 min
[
Closing prayer: 5 min

The Weeds discussion will run long if anyone in the group has been hurt by the Church. Let it, and draw
from Going Deeper if the Dragnet runs short.

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Lord of the harvest, you sowed good seed in the world and in your Church. We confess that we have
sometimes been quick to pull up the weeds we saw, and slow to examine the soil of our own hearts. Give
us the patience that is yours, the urgency that is yours, and the trust that you will sort all things rightly
in the end. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: how did last session’s practice land? Did you notice anything when you prayed “Lord, make me
good soil today” before opening Scripture?

READ ALOUD

Last week we heard that the Kingdom is here, growing, and asking to be received. This week we ask the
question that always follows. If the Kingdom has come, why is there still so much evil in the world? Why
does the Church contain hypocrites? Why does God seem to wait? Jesus does not avoid this. He gives us
three parables tonight, and his answer holds three truths in tension. The evil is real. A sorting is coming.
The waiting has a purpose.

PART ONE - THE WEEDS AMONG THE WHEAT (MATTHEW 13:24-30, 36-
43)

Have someone read Matthew 13:24-30 aloud, then 13:36-43.
MATTHEW 13:24-30 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Another parable he put before them, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who
sowed good seed in his field; but while men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the



wheat, and went away.’ ... The servants said to him, ‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’ But
he said, ‘No; lest in gathering the weeds you root up the wheat along with them. Let both grow together
until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Gather the weeds first and bind them in
bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.”

MATTHEW 13:38-40 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“The field is the world, and the good seed means the sons of the kingdom; the weeds are the sons of the
evil one ... Just as the weeds are gathered and burned with fire, so will it be at the close of the age.”

READ ALOUD

The Greek word for the weed is zizanion, commonly identified with darnel. In its early growth
darnel is almost identical to wheat; you cannot reliably tell them apart until both are mature and
the heads form. Keep that detail in mind as you read: the servants are being asked to sort a field in
which the weeds and the wheat look nearly the same.

Q1. [TEXT] The owner gives a precise reason for not pulling up the weeds immediately. What is it? What
does that reason imply about the relationship between the wheat and the weeds in the field?

Leader note: His reason is that the wheat may be uprooted along with the weeds (Mt 13:29): sorting now risks harming
the wheat, so the sorting is deferred to the harvest. This sets up everything else in the discussion.

Q2. [TEXT] Read 13:38 carefully. The field is the world, not the Church, the world. How does this clarify
what kind of sorting Jesus is, and is not, describing?

Leader note: Jesus describes a sorting at the close of the age, across all of humanity. The parable is not primarily a license
for the Church to refuse all discipline of its own members; it is a check on humans appointing themselves as the final
judges of which souls are in the Kingdom. There is real Church discipline (cf. Mt 18:15-17), and there is also a final
judgment that belongs only to God.

Q3. [TRADITION] St. Augustine used this parable against a rigorist movement that wanted a Church free
of any visible sinner. His teaching is that the Church on earth is a mixed body and will be until the
harvest. What does this teaching protect us from in our own day, and what does it not give us
permission to do?

Leader note: It protects us from the impulse to play God, declaring confidently who is and is not saved. It does not give us
permission to ignore real sin, to abandon Church discipline, or to imagine everyone will be in the barn at the harvest. St.
Augustine’s teaching holds both: the Church is mixed, and the harvest is real.

Q4. [TRADITION] St. John Chrysostom’s pastoral point is that the weed can become wheat through
repentance, so the owner’s patience is not indifference but the gift of time. How does this change the
way you read the delay between now and the end?

Leader note: The delay is mercy, the time God gives for conversion. 2 Peter 3:9 makes it explicit: “The Lord is not slow
about his promise ... but is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach
repentance.” The patience has a purpose, and the purpose is salvation.

Q5. [LIFE] Have you ever been disillusioned or hurt by something you witnessed in the Church or among
Christians? You do not have to share the details. What did that experience do to your faith?



Leader note: This is the deepest pastoral question of the session; give it room. Some will need to speak; some will not. Do
not rush, do not minimize, and do not theologize prematurely. Real hurt deserves real listening before it deserves
explanation.

Q6. [LIFE] Is there someone in your life right now whom you have privately sorted into the “weed”
category? What would it mean this week to leave that judgment to God and pray for them as if they were
wheat in process?

Leader note: A quiet, convicting question. The point is to relocate the judgment from us to God, not to deny the reality of
sin. We can recognize a person’s present condition without claiming authority to declare their final state. Pray for them as
if St. Augustine’s hope is true, because it is.

PART TWO - THE DRAGNET (MATTHEW 13:47-50)

Have someone read Matthew 13:47-50 aloud.
MATTHEW 13:47-50 (RSV2CE)

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net which was thrown into the sea and gathered fish of every
kind; when it was full, men drew it ashore and sat down and sorted the good into vessels but threw
away the bad. So it will be at the close of the age. The angels will come out and separate the evil from the
righteous, and throw them into the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash their teeth.”

Q7. [TEXT] The Weeds parable presses against premature judgment within the Church. The Dragnet
presses against something else. What does it press against, and how do the two parables together correct
opposite errors?

Leader note: The Dragnet presses against the sentimentalism that imagines no final sorting will ever happen. The Weeds
corrects the rigorist; the Dragnet corrects the universalist. Jesus refuses both errors. The waiting is real (Weeds) and the
sorting is real (Dragnet). Both at once.

Q8. [LIFE] The Dragnet ends with imagery as serious as anything Jesus says, and he is not speaking
hypothetically. What does it mean for you, personally, that there is a final sorting and that it is not yet
complete?

Leader note: Do not soften this. The eschatological urgency is Jesus’ own. Most people in the room have heard “judgment”
used as a club and have quietly set it aside; Jesus does not let us. The proper response is not fear but sober vigilance and
renewed conversion. That the sorting is not yet complete is itself good news: there is still time.

PART THREE - THE BARREN FIG TREE (LUKE 13:6-9)

Have someone read Luke 13:1-9 aloud, including the call to repentance that introduces the parable.
LUKE 13:6-9 (RSV2CE)

“And he told this parable: ‘A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came seeking fruit on it
and found none. And he said to the vinedresser, Lo, these three years I have come seeking fruit on this
fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down; why should it use up the ground? And he answered him, Let it
alone, sir, this year also, till I dig about it and put on manure. And if it bears fruit next year, well and



good; but if not, you can cut it down.”

READ ALOUD

Jesus’ hearers did not meet the fig tree for the first time in this parable. It was one of the oldest images
in their Scriptures, and knowing what it meant to the prophets changes how the parable lands. Read the
next two passages slowly before answering.

Have someone read Hosea 9:10 and then Jeremiah 8:13 aloud.

HOSEA 9:10 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Like grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel. Like the first fruit on the fig tree, in its first season, I saw
your fathers. But they came to Baal-peor ... and became detestable like the thing they loved.”

JEREMIAH 8:13 (RSV2CE)

“When I would gather them, says the Lord, there are no grapes on the vine, nor figs on the fig tree; even
the leaves are withered, and what I gave them has passed away from them.”

Q9. [TRADITION] In these two passages, what does the fig tree (and its fruit) stand for? And notice God’s
tone when he comes seeking fruit and finds none: is it only anger, or is there something else in it? What
does that add to the parable in Luke?

Leader note: In both prophets the fig tree is Israel, and God’s tone is grief as much as judgment: in Hosea he remembers
the joy of first finding Israel, “like the first fruit on the fig tree.” Let the group hear that the owner in Luke is not a cold
judge but a God who remembers what the tree was meant to be. God cannot accept the barrenness precisely because he
remembers the fruit.

Q10. [TRADITION] The vinedresser intercedes for one more year and offers his own labor to make the
tree fruitful. Whom has the Church’s tradition seen in this figure, and what does that reading invite us
to see in the work of Christ for us?

Leader note: The tradition has often read the vinedresser as Christ himself, the intercessor whose labor digs around our

hearts and applies what is needed to bring forth fruit. He buys time for us at his own cost, then asks us to use it. This
reading sees the entire mission of Christ as the vinedresser’s plea on behalf of the unfruitful tree.

Q11. [LIFE] The patience in this parable is real, and it is not without end. Where has God been patient
with you, tending the soil and waiting for fruit that is not there yet? What would it look like this week to
respond to that patience rather than presume on it?

Leader note: The closing personal question. Land it gently and seriously together. Many will recognize an area where God
has been waiting on them; the session’s task is to convert that recognition into a small, concrete response this week.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

This week, do two things. First, take the person you have privately sorted as a “weed” and pray for them
by name every day. Pray as if grace can still reach them; do not assume their final state. Second,




examine your own fig tree: where has God been patient with you? Take that one area and respond to his
patience this week, in confession, in prayer, in a concrete change. Do not wait for a more convenient
season.

Scripture Memory
2 PETER 3:9 (RSV2CE)

“The Lord is not slow about his promise as some count slowness, but is forbearing toward you, not
wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.”

Closing Prayer

“Lord of the harvest, we confess that we are often more concerned with the weeds around us than the
fruit within us. Forgive us for the judgments we have made about other souls, judgments that belong
only to you. Forgive us also for the seasons when we have presumed on your patience, remaining barren
while you have been tending us. Give us the grace to bear fruit in the time that remains. We ask this
through Christ our Lord, the Vinedresser who bought our time at the cost of his life. Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Compare Matthew 13:24-30 (the parable) with Matthew 13:36-43 (Jesus’ own
interpretation). Which details does Jesus interpret, and which does he leave alone? What does his
selectivity tell you about how to read his other parables?

Leader note: Jesus interprets the field, the seed, the weeds, the harvest, the reapers, the burning, and the barn. He does
not interpret the sleeping of the men or the going away of the enemy. The lesson: not every detail of a parable bears
allegorical weight. Read parables for the central teaching, not as elaborate codes.

QGD2. [TRADITION] Read CCC 827 and CCC 1428 together. The Church is “at once holy and always in
need of purification.” How is this the same teaching as the Weeds parable, expressed in the Catechism’s
own voice?

Leader note: Both say that the Church on earth contains real holiness and real sin, and the right response is neither to
pretend the sin away nor the holiness away, but to walk the path of ongoing penance and renewal until the harvest. The
Catechism expresses in doctrinal language the truth St. Augustine drew from the Weeds parable and applied to the Church:
holiness and sin mingled until the harvest, met by penance and renewal rather than premature sorting.

QGD3. [LIFE] Are there areas of your life where you have been treating God’s patience as if it were
permission rather than mercy? What would change if you took the conditional in Luke 13:9 (“if not, you
can cut it down”) seriously?

Leader note: Many people slide from “God is patient” to “God is indifferent” without noticing; the parable will not let us.
The patience has a purpose, and the purpose is fruit.
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QGD4. [TRADITION] These parables speak of a final sorting: wheat to the barn, weeds burned. Where
does the Catholic doctrine of purgatory fit alongside them, and what does it preserve about both the
seriousness of sin and the mercy of God?

Leader note: Handle the distinction carefully: the Weeds and Dragnet describe the final, definitive sorting (heaven and
hell), not purgatory. Purgatory is a distinct but complementary doctrine (CCC 1030-1032): it holds together that nothing
impure can enter God’s presence and that his mercy purifies those who die in his grace but imperfectly. Set beside the
parables, purgatory completes the picture of how justice and mercy cohere without softening the reality of the final
judgment the parables proclaim.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43 | Matthew 13:47-50 | Luke 13:6-9

0ld Testament background: Genesis 3:15 | Hosea 9:10 | Isaiah 5:1-7 | Jeremiah 8:13 | Zephaniah 1:14-15
New Testament support: Matthew 18:15-17 | Matthew 21:18-22 | 2 Peter 3:9 | Revelation 14:14-20
Catechism: CCC 827,1030-1032, 1040, 1428, 1861

Sources cited: St. Augustine, On Baptism, Against the Donatists IV.10-11, and Tractates on the Gospel of John
6.2 and 45.10 | St.John Chrysostom, Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 46-47 | St. Thomas Aquinas, Catena Aurea on
Matthew 13, and Summa Theologiae 1, q. 21.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION THREE -

The Kingdom’s Surpassing Worth

The Hidden Treasure - The Pearl of Great Price * The Two Sons

“Indeed I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ
Jesus my

Lord.”
Philippians 3:8 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session asks the question that runs underneath every other question in the Christian life: is Christ
worth everything? The Hidden Treasure and the Pearl of Great Price are two of the shortest parables in
Matthew 13, and they may be the most personally demanding. Both end the same way: the person who
finds the prize sells everything to obtain it. Not reluctantly, not partially. Everything. The Two Sons then
grounds the question of worth in the concrete reality of obedience, because it is not what we say about
the Kingdom that counts but whether we actually go into the vineyard.

The three parables belong together by a single logic. The first two test whether we have actually seen the
worth; the third tests whether what we have said with our mouths is matched by what we are doing
with our feet. If the Kingdom is worth everything, the proof is not a stronger sentence but a body that
moves. The session’s pastoral aim is honest self-examination, not performance.

Audience note: high-school and young-adult participants often carry a large religious vocabulary and a
more uncertain interior commitment. They have said yes many times. The Two Sons puts a careful, kind
question to that pattern: is the yes producing actual movement?

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The Hidden Treasure and the Pearl: two pictures of one discovery



Matthew 13:44 and 13:45-46 are deliberately paired. In the Hidden Treasure the discovery appears
unplanned: the text never says the man was searching; he simply finds. In the Pearl the discovery
crowns a deliberate search: the merchant is explicitly “in search of fine pearls.” Together they teach that
the Kingdom comes both to those who were not looking and to those who have long searched. The Sower
offered four soils, four kinds of hearers; the Treasure and the Pearl offer two kinds of finders. The
response in both cases is identical: sell everything; buy.

St. Augustine’s reading is consistent across his preaching: the prize is Christ himself, and the selling is
not loss but joyful release, because what is left behind was always worth less than what is gained (his
comment on the pearl is preserved in St. Thomas Aquinas’ Catena Aurea on Matthew 13). For St.
Augustine this was not a metaphor but his own conversion (Confessions VII1.12): the finding of the
treasure meant renouncing attachments he himself named as disordered and sinful, and discovering
that everything he feared to lose was worth less than what he gained.

St. Gregory the Great, in his Forty Gospel Homilies (Homily 9, on Mt 13:44-52), reads the merchant as the
soul that has lived in genuine moral and spiritual seeking. The merchant already has many pearls,
natural virtues and sincere religious effort, yet recognizes that all of them together are worth less than
the one Pearl of great value. St. Gregory’s insight is that grace does not destroy or shame the natural
goods; it surpasses them. The merchant is not foolish to have gathered many pearls; he is wise to
recognize when one is worth all the others.

The Catena Aurea on Matthew 13, in which St. Thomas gathers the Fathers, connects the parables to
Colossians 2:3: Christ is the one in whom “are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” The
Treasure and the Pearl are not, in their deepest sense, a what; they are a Who. To gain the Kingdom is to
gain Christ himself.

The Two Sons: the gap between yes and going

The Two Sons (Mt 21:28-32) is told in the Temple courts, addressed directly to the chief priests and
elders who have just challenged Jesus’ authority (Mt 21:23). The first son says no but repents and goes;
the second says yes but does not go. Jesus’ application is sharp: “the tax collectors and the harlots go into
the kingdom of God before you” (Mt 21:31). The reversal is not that bad behavior is rewarded, but that
honest repentance produces actual obedience while polite religious agreement may produce nothing at
all.

The background is the prophetic tradition Ezekiel formalizes in Ezekiel 18:21-24: the wicked who
repents will live; the righteous who turns away will die. Worth before God is measured not by religious
vocabulary or institutional position but by the trajectory of a life. St. Thomas Aquinas takes this up in
his treatment of faith formed by charity (Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 4, a. 3): a faith that produces no
action is dead in the strict sense James means (Jas 2:17). The Two Sons is that teaching in narrative form.

Pastoral note: the parable is not chiefly addressed to obvious dropouts. It is addressed to people who
say yes, regularly, and do not move. Many in your group will have spent years saying yes to retreats,
programs, sacraments, and youth groups. The parable’s gentle but uncompromising question is whether
all of that yes is producing the obedience it claims.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT




These passages are the deep roots of Session 3’s parables. The Ezekiel text below is read with the group
in the discussion; the rest are developed here for your preparation.

PROVERBS 2:1-5 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“My son, if you receive my words and treasure up my commandments with you ... if you seek it like
silver and search for it as for hidden treasures; then you will understand the fear of the Lord and find
the knowledge of God.”

Proverbs 2 is the closest Old Testament parallel to the Hidden Treasure. The seeker who treats wisdom
as hidden treasure to be searched for finds, in the end, the knowledge of God. Jesus’ parable claims that
this seeking culminates in him.

PROVERBS 3:13-15 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Happy is the man who finds wisdom ... for the gain from it is better than gain from silver and its profit
better than gold. She is more precious than jewels, and nothing you desire can compare with her.”

The Wisdom literature’s consistent claim is that wisdom surpasses wealth. Jesus takes the same logic
and personalizes it: the Wisdom that surpasses every comparison is now made flesh in him (cf. 1 Cor
1:24, Christ as the wisdom of God).

EZEKIEL 18:21-23 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“But if a wicked man turns away from all his sins which he has committed and keeps all my statutes and
does what is lawful and right, he shall surely live; he shall not die ... Have I any pleasure in the death of
the wicked, says the Lord God, and not rather that he should turn from his way and live?”

Ezekiel 18 is the prophetic background of the Two Sons. God measures a life by its trajectory, not its
starting point. The first son began with no and ended with yes; the second began with yes and ended
with no. Ezekiel says the trajectory is what matters, and Jesus turns the teaching into a story.

ISAIAH 55:1-3 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Ho, every one who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! ... Incline
your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may live.”

Isaiah’s invitation to come and buy without money lies behind the Treasure and Pearl. The buying is not
a transaction in coins; it is the full self-gift of the seeker. The price of the Kingdom is everything, and
what God asks for is not money but the entire person.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with a specific source citation; faithfully represented
teaching without a single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)



St. Augustine reads the Treasure and Pearl consistently: the prize is Christ himself, and the selling is not
loss but joyful release. His comment that the one pearl is Christ is preserved in St. Thomas Aquinas’
Catena Aurea on Matthew 13, and the autobiographical pressure is real. Confessions VII1.12 narrates his
own finding of the treasure: the radical reordering of every previous attachment, including the
renunciation of real sin, because all of it was less than the treasure.

From the opening of the Confessions (1.1): “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is
restless until it rests in you.” The treasure parables are this restlessness moving toward its rest; the man
finds the treasure not first because he searched well, but because his heart is finally drawn to its true
center.

St. Gregory the Great (540-604)

St. Gregory treats the pearl in his Forty Gospel Homilies (Homily 9). The merchant is the soul that has
lived in genuine seeking and already possesses many pearls; the grace of the Gospel does not shame that
seeking but gives it the one thing that makes sense of all the rest. His teaching protects converts from a
false guilt about their pre-Christian seriousness, while still insisting that all natural pearls are surpassed
by the one Pearl of great price.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

In the Catena Aurea on Matthew 13, St. Thomas gathers the patristic teaching that the Treasure and
Pearl are Christ, a teaching the Fathers connect to Colossians 2:3. On the Two Sons, his treatment of faith
formed by charity (Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 4, a. 3) supplies the framework: verbal assent to truth is
not yet living faith. Living faith is faith “informed” by the love that produces obedience. The parable is
not a technical taxonomy of faith-states, but it dramatizes the doctrine: assent that never issues in
obedient love is dead in the strict sense James means (Jas 2:17), while repentance that moves into actual
obedience is the shape of living faith formed by charity. The second son’s polite yes pictures the first; the
first son’s repentance pictures the second.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
CCC 546

“Jesus’ invitation to enter his kingdom comes in the form of parables ... Through his parables he invites
people to the feast of the kingdom, but he also asks for a radical choice: to gain the kingdom, one must
give everything. Words are not enough; deeds are required.”

CCC 1814

“Faith is the theological virtue by which we believe in God and believe all that he has said and revealed
to us ... because he is truth itself. By faith man freely commits his entire self to God.”

CCC 2014

“Spiritual progress tends toward ever more intimate union with Christ. This union is called ‘mystical’
because it participates in the mystery of Christ through the sacraments ... and, in him, in the mystery of
the Holy Trinity.”




SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader
1. Create the conditions for honest personal reckoning: is Christ worth everything to me?

2. Surface the joy of discovery, not just the cost of commitment. 3. Use the Two Sons to ground the abstract
in the concrete: are we actually moving into the vineyard? 4. Leave every participant with a specific “sell” to
consider this week. Time estimate (90 minutes)

Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min

L
The Hidden Treasure and the Pearl (read together, discussion): 28 min
The Two Sons (read, Old Testament discovery, discussion): 32 min

Application and concrete commitment: 10 min

Closing prayer, with buffer for silence: 10 min

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you are the treasure hidden in the field and the pearl of great price. We confess that we
have often valued lesser pearls and missed the one Pearl of greatest worth. Open our eyes to see what we
are being offered. Give us courage to sell what is keeping us from you, and joy to do it. We ask this
through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: from last session, did you pray for the person you had sorted as a “weed”? What happened? Did
examining your own “fig tree” produce any clarity?

READ ALOUD

In the last two sessions we heard that the Kingdom is here, that it grows from small beginnings, and
that it will one day sort all of history. Today Jesus asks a different question: is the Kingdom worth
everything to you? Two short parables and one pointed story push us toward a personal answer. Listen
for the word “joy” in the first parable. It is the key word.




PART ONE - THE HIDDEN TREASURE AND THE PEARL (MATTHEW
13:44- 46)

Have someone read Matthew 13:44-46 aloud. Read both parables together; they are intentionally paired.
MATTHEW 13:44-46 (RSV2CE)

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up; then in
his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a
merchant in search of fine pearls, who, on finding one pearl of great value, went and sold all that he had
and bought it.”

Q1. [TEXT] Notice the word “joy” in verse 44. The man sells everything, but he does it in joy. What does
this single word tell you about the relationship between sacrifice and desire in the Kingdom?

Leader note: The most important word in the parable. For the man who has truly seen the treasure, the selling is the
most logical thing in the world; joy carries the sacrifice. That does not mean the surrender is without pain; joy and real
cost can coexist, as in Christ himself, “who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross” (Heb 12:2). But if the
Christian life feels chiefly like loss, the diagnosis may be that the treasure has not yet been seen for what it is.

Q2. [TEXT] The two parables describe two different kinds of discovery: one unexpected, one the result of
long searching. Why tell both? What does each say that the other does not?

Leader note: The Treasure speaks to the person who was not even looking, who is found by grace. The Pearl speaks to the
person who has searched for years for meaning, beauty, or truth. The required response is the same in both: the Kingdom
comes to the unlikely convert and to the long seeker, and both must respond with their entire selves.

Q3. [TRADITION] The patristic tradition gathered in St. Thomas Aquinas’ Catena Aurea points to
Colossians 2:3, where Paul says of Christ that “in whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge.” What changes in your reading of these parables once the treasure and the pearl are not a
what but a Who?

Leader note: It moves the parable from being about religion or ethics to being about a Person. The Christian sells
everything not to obtain a thing called the Kingdom but to obtain Christ himself. That is what makes the joy real: no one
weeps at having Christ, and no one is sentimental about losing what is less.

Q4. [TRADITION] St. Gregory the Great reads the Pearl as the soul that has long sought truth and wisdom
and now finds the one Pearl that surpasses all the others; grace does not shame the previous seeking, it
crowns it. How does this protect a convert from false guilt about a pre-Christian intellectual or moral
life?

Leader note: Many who come to faith in young-adult years feel they should renounce their earlier seriousness about
philosophy, ethics, art, or other religions as if it were waste. St. Gregory says no: the earlier seeking was real and good, and

the Pearl does not erase the other pearls but gives them their right place. The seeker’s history was preparation, not
embarrassment.

Q5. [LIFE] If Christ is the treasure and the pearl, what are the specific “other pearls” you are still holding
onto right now? Not bad things necessarily, just lesser things. What would it actually require to sell
them?



Leader note: The most searching question of the session. Give a full minute of silence and press for specifics. “My comfort”
or “my time” is too vague. Common honest answers in young-adult groups: a relationship that is not actually good, an
entertainment habit consuming hours, the approval of certain people, a future plan shaping every present decision. The
specifics make the question real.

PART TWO - THE TWO SONS (MATTHEW 21:28-32)

Have someone read Matthew 21:28-32 aloud.
MATTHEW 21:28-31 (RSV2CE)

“What do you think? A man had two sons; and he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the
vineyard today.” And he answered, ‘I will not’; but afterward he repented and went. And he went to the
second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir,” but did not go. Which of the two did the will of his
father? They said, ‘The first.”

Q6. [TEXT] The first son says no and then goes. The second says yes and does not go. Which one does the
father’s will, and why is the answer this obvious?

Leader note: The first, because he actually goes. Jesus is addressing religious leaders who have said yes to God for a
lifetime without going into the vineyard. The point is bracingly simple: God is not deceived by polite verbal assent. The will
is shown by the going.

READ ALOUD

Before the last question, notice how this connects to the treasure and the pearl. Both of those parables
end in a single decisive act: the finder sells everything and buys. The Two Sons puts that same
movement to the test. It is one thing to say the treasure is worth everything. It is another to move for it.
Now read one more passage, from the prophet Ezekiel, and see how God himself frames the difference.

Have someone read Ezekiel 18:21-23 aloud.

EZEKIEL 18:21-23 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“But if a wicked man turns away from all his sins ... he shall surely live; he shall not die. ... Have I any
pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord God, and not rather that he should turn from his way
and live?”

Q7. [TRADITION] According to Ezekiel, what does God measure when he weighs a life: where it began, or
where it is going? Set that beside the two sons. What does it say about the first son’s “no,” and about the
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second son’s “yes”?

Leader note: God measures the trajectory, not the starting point. Let the group find this in the text before you name it.
The first son’s no does not define him; his subsequent yes does. The second son’s yes does not define him; his failure to go
does. This is hopeful for the person who is finally beginning, and sobering for the person who has been saying yes for years
without movement.

Q8. [LIFE] Honestly, which son are you most like right now with God: the one whose mouth said no but
whose feet are slowly turning, or the one whose mouth says yes but who has not actually moved?



Leader note: A quiet, convicting question. Some will recognize the first son and need encouragement; some the second
and need clarity. Many young adults have a long history of saying yes (retreats, sacraments, programs) without much
movement. The question is not designed to shame but to clarify.

Q9. [LIFE] The selling in the treasure parables and the going in the Two Sons are the same movement:
full commitment, not partial. What is one concrete step this week that would be your actually going into
the vineyard?

Leader note: Closing application. Press for specificity. “Try harder” is not a step. Concrete steps look like a hard
conversation, a deleted app, a decision to go to confession this week, a specific person to forgive, a specific obedience that
has been postponed. Land here.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Take the “sell” you named in question five and the “going” you named in question nine and put them
together. They are the same act. This week, do one concrete thing that represents both at once. Tell one
trusted person what you are doing and ask them to check in with you next week. The Two Sons is not a
thought experiment; it is an invitation to move.

Scripture Memory
MATTHEW 13:44 (RSV2CE)

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up; then in
his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.”

Closing Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you are the treasure hidden in the field and the pearl of great price. Forgive us for the times
we have said yes to you with our mouths while our feet did not move. Forgive us for valuing lesser
pearls and missing your worth. Give us the grace to see you so clearly that the selling becomes joy, and
the going becomes natural. We ask this with empty hands and willing hearts. Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] The man in the Treasure parable hides the treasure and goes to buy the field. Is there
anything ethically uncomfortable in that detail? How might Jesus be using the imagery, and what is he
not endorsing?

Leader note: Jesus uses the imagery of common life without endorsing every aspect of the action; this holds throughout
the parables (the Unrighteous Steward in Session 7 is the clearest case). The point is the worth and the joyful response, not
a model for real-estate ethics. Reading parables well means distinguishing the central image from incidental details,
exactly as Jesus does in Matthew 13.



QGD2. [TRADITION] Read CCC 1814 alongside the Two Sons. The Catechism says faith is the virtue by
which “man freely commits his entire self to God.” How do the second son’s words and the first son’s
actions illuminate what faith actually is?

Leader note: Faith is not assent to a proposition but the commitment of the entire self. The second son committed his
words; the first committed his self. Faith in the Catholic sense is closer to what the first son does than to what the second
son says.

QGD3. [LIFE] Have you ever feared that following Christ would require you to lose something you really
love? What would it mean to take seriously the joy the man in the Treasure parable feels?

Leader note: Many live with a quiet fear that conversion will require giving up something precious and that the giving
up will feel like loss. The parable insists that for the one who has actually seen the treasure, the giving up, however costly,
is carried by joy rather than defined by loss. If the Christian life feels chiefly like deprivation, the diagnosis is not that we
need to try harder but that we have not yet seen what is being offered.

QGD4. [TRADITION] What does the Catholic tradition mean by the difference between justification and
sanctification, and how do the Treasure parables and the Two Sons illuminate it?

Leader note: Justification is God’s gratuitous act by which he cleanses us from sin and makes us truly righteous,
ordinarily conferred in Baptism and renewed in the sacrament of Reconciliation (CCC 1987-1992). Sanctification is the
ongoing growth in holiness that flows from it, the actual going into the vineyard day after day (CCC 1995, 2013-2014). By
way of analogy, not a strict exegetical mapping: the Treasure parables evoke the decisive gift and wholehearted response,
while the Two Sons evokes the ongoing obedience that must follow. Catholics affirm both, neither without the other.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Matthew 13:44-46 | Matthew 21:28-32

0ld Testament background: Proverbs 2:1-5 | Proverbs 3:13-15 | Isaiah 55:1-3 | Ezekiel 18:21-23
New Testament support: Colossians 2:2-3 | Philippians 3:7-11 | James 2:14-17 | 1Corinthians 1:24
Catechism: CCC 546, 1814, 2014

Sources cited: St. Augustine, Confessions 1.1 and VIIL.12 (and his pearl comment in the Catena Aurea) | St.
Gregory the Great, Forty Gospel Homilies, Homily 9 | St. Thomas Aquinas, Catena Aurea on Matthew 13, and
Summa Theologiae 1I-11, q. 4, a. 3.



THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION FOUR -

The Father Who Runs

The Lost Sheep * The Lost Coin * The Prodigal Son

“For the Son of man came to seek and to save the lost.”
Luke 19:10 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

Luke 15 is the only place in the four Gospels where Jesus tells three parables in sequence as a direct
response to a single complaint. The Pharisees and scribes grumble, “This man receives sinners and eats
with them” (Lk 15:2). Jesus does not defend himself with an argument; he tells three stories, each
intensifying the last. The Lost Sheep (one of a hundred) becomes the Lost Coin (one of ten) becomes the
Lost Son (one of two). The value of what is lost rises, the intimacy of the relationship rises, and the
celebration that follows each recovery grows more extravagant, culminating in the feast. By the third
parable we are no longer watching livestock or money; we are watching a father run.

The session’s task is not to cover every point in this guide. It is to create the conditions in which your
group meets the God who runs. Everything else is secondary.

Audience note: Luke 15 lands for some as familiar comfort and for others as fresh news. For the young
adult who has been away and is returning, the Prodigal Son is electric; for the high-school participant
who has always been faithful, the elder son is the harder question. Both readings belong in your group,
and both are intended by Jesus.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The structure of the trilogy

Luke 15:3-32 presents a deliberate progression. Notice what changes from parable to parable: the
number of items lost (one in a hundred, then one in ten, then one in two); the seeker (a shepherd, a



woman, a father); the length of the story (a few verses each for the sheep and the coin, then twenty-two
verses in two acts for the son); the intimacy of the relationship (animal, possession, son); and the
celebration that follows each finding (friends and neighbors called to rejoice in the first two, then a full
household feast with music, dancing, and the fatted calf in the third).

A strand of the Christian tradition has read this progression with a Trinitarian sensibility: the Son who
seeks the lost (the Good Shepherd), the Holy Spirit who searches the interior of the soul (the woman
with the lamp who sweeps the house), and the Father who receives and restores. This particular
allocation is a later devotional reading rather than a standard patristic one; St. Gregory the Great, for
example, preached on Luke 15:1-10 (Forty Gospel Homilies, Homily 34) but reads the woman as divine
Wisdom, with the lamp signifying Christ’s humanity. This is patristic allegory, faithful to the broader
rule of faith but not Jesus’ explicit interpretation in the text; offer it to your group as one Christian way
of contemplating the trilogy, not as its primary meaning.

The Prodigal Son: covenant rupture and merciful restoration

The Prodigal Son is not merely a family drama; it is the story of salvation history compressed into one
narrative. The son’s journey into the far country, his degradation, his coming to himself, his return, and
the father’s response trace the biblical pattern of creation, fall, exile, and redemption. Three details in
the father’s response would have shocked a first-century audience, and each carries theological weight.

First, the father runs. Scholars of Middle Eastern culture (notably Kenneth E. Bailey) have argued that a
wealthy patriarch in the ancient Mediterranean world would not run, since running was undignified
and exposed the legs beneath the long garment, and that the father’s run publicly sets aside his honor to
reach his son first. On this widely cited reading, he absorbs the shame of the return so the son does not
have to: a picture of God meeting the sinner with public, costly love.

Second, the robe, ring, and sandals are not mere gifts of welcome. The robe is the best robe (Lk 15:22),
reserved for honored persons; the patristic tradition (St. Augustine especially) has often read it as the
robe of original innocence lost in Adam and restored in Christ. The ring is likely a signet, a sign of legal
and familial authority: the son is publicly reinstated with full standing, not received back as a hired
servant. The sandals were commonly the mark of a free member of the household rather than a servant.
The father does not merely forgive; he fully restores.

Third, the fatted calf is not an everyday meal; killing it in a village context is an entire community feast.
The father publicly declares before the whole village that this son is welcomed without shame.

The son’s early request for his inheritance can be heard, in its ancient Near Eastern context, as a grave
repudiation of the father, effectively treating him as already dead (a reading emphasized in covenantal
interpretations such as Scott Hahn’s work on Luke, and in Kenneth E. Bailey’s cultural studies of the
parable). When the son rehearses his return speech (Lk 15:18-19), he plans to come back as a hired
servant, on terms of works rather than sonship. In the text as we have it, the son never voices the
rehearsed request to be made a hired servant; the father’s commands break in immediately (Lk 15:21-
22). Many interpreters read this as the father cutting off the bargain before it can be offered, restoring
him through the robe, ring, and sandals. The father refuses to receive him as an employee earning his
keep and restores him as a son by pure gift. This is, in narrative form, what Paul teaches: we are justified
by God’s grace as a gift (Rom 3:24) and receive not a spirit of slavery but the spirit of sonship (Rom 8:15),
a mercy that then invites and enables our free response.



The elder son: faithful, hardworking, and outside the feast

The parable does not end with the younger son’s return; it is unfinished. We never learn whether the
elder son enters the feast, and the open ending is deliberate, because Jesus is speaking to Pharisees and
scribes and the elder son is their portrait. The elder son’s complaint is not unreasonable by ordinary
human standards: he has been faithful, obedient, and present. But his words reveal a relationship closer
to employee than son: “Lo, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command”
(Lk 15:29). The Greek for “served” (douleud) is the language of a slave or hired worker, and he calls his
brother “this son of yours” (15:30), not “my brother.” He has been in the father’s house for years without
ever knowing the father’s heart.

The consistent patristic point on the elder son is that he had access to everything the father had (Lk
15:31, “all that is mine is yours”) and yet lived in a posture of poverty and grievance. His tragedy is not
his anger; it is that he has lived as a hired man in his own father’s house. The parable is a warning to the
religiously faithful as much as consolation to the prodigal. Both sons need conversion: the younger from
his rebellion, the elder from his contractualism.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These passages are the deep roots of Luke 15. The Ezekiel text is opened with the group in the Going
Deeper discovery; the rest are developed here for your preparation.

EZEKIEL 34:11-12, 15-16 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“For thus says the Lord God: Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out ... I will
seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the crippled, and I will strengthen the
weak.”

This is the explicit promise that the God of Israel would himself become the shepherd the kings and
priests of Israel had failed to be. When Jesus tells the Lost Sheep parable, he is not merely teaching a
moral lesson: told in defense of his own welcome of sinners, the parable places him in the shepherd’s
role that Ezekiel promised God himself would fill, a claim John 10:11 makes explicit.

JEREMIAH 31:18-20 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“I have heard Ephraim bemoaning ... ‘bring me back that I may be restored, for thou art the Lord my
God.’ ... Is Ephraim my dear son? ... my heart yearns for him; I will surely have mercy on him, says the
Lord.”

Jeremiah 31 is the closest Old Testament parallel to the father’s emotion in the Prodigal Son. God speaks
of Israel in exile with the aching tenderness of a parent who cannot stop loving a child who has
wandered. The parable turns this divine emotion into narrative.

HOSEA 11:1, 8 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son ... How can I give you up, O
Ephraim! ... my heart recoils within me, my compassion grows warm and tender.”



Hosea’s God is a Father whose love is not distant or dispassionate; he is moved within at the thought of
giving up his child. The Prodigal Son gives this God a face and a pair of running legs.

PSALM 23:1, 4 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want ... Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of
death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”

Psalm 23 is the prayer of the sheep who has been found. When Jesus stands as the Shepherd in Luke 15,
he gathers up every promise the Old Testament has made about the God who refuses to lose what is his.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s engagement with the Prodigal Son runs throughout his preaching and supremely
through the Confessions, which is in many ways an extended meditation on the prodigal’s coming to
himself in the far country. The far country, for St. Augustine, is not geography but the distance of the
soul’s will from God. From Confessions 1.1: “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our heart is
restless until it rests in you.” The prodigal’s misery is the universal restlessness of every soul that has
tried to rest in something less than God.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom’s teaching on Luke 15 (for example in his homilies On Repentance and Almsgiving)
emphasizes the disproportion between the sinner’s misery and the Father’s mercy. Do not delay return
because the road back seems too long; the Father’s eye is already on the road, watching for you. On the
elder son he does not dismiss the complaint as petty: the elder son has, by ordinary measures, kept the
rules, but the rules were never the relationship, and a faithfulness that has missed the relationship has
missed the entire estate.

St. Thérese of Lisieux (1873-1897)

St. Thérese’s “little way” in Story of a Soul resonates deeply with the logic of Luke 15: the soul that
approaches God with empty hands has nothing to claim from merit and therefore receives everything
from mercy. The younger son’s poverty is not a barrier to the Father’s love; it is the very occasion for it.
Her image of being lifted up to God by his arms rather than climbing by one’s own effort (Story of a Soul,
Manuscript C) can be read alongside Luke 15:20, where the father runs to the son before the prepared
speech is finished; this is an application of her image, not her own exegesis of the parable.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas treats the dynamics of conversion in his account of the justification of the ungodly (Summa
Theologiae I-11, q. 113). His precision illuminates the parable: the son’s “coming to himself” (Lk 15:17) is
the moment prevenient grace stirs the will to recognize its own misery; the return journey is the will



moving with grace; and the father’s embrace before the speech is finished signals that justification is
ultimately God’s gift, not the sinner’s achievement.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
CCC 545

“Jesus invites sinners to the table of the kingdom: ‘I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.’ He
invites them to that conversion without which one cannot enter the kingdom, but shows them in word
and deed his Father’s boundless mercy for them and the vast ‘joy in heaven over one sinner who
repents.”

CCC1439

“The process of conversion and repentance was described by Jesus in the parable of the prodigal son, the
center of which is the merciful father: the fascination of illusory freedom, the abandonment of the
father’s house ... the journey back, the generous welcome by the father; the father’s joy. ... Only the
heart of Christ who knows the depths of his Father’s love could reveal to us the abyss of his mercy in so
simple and beautiful a way.”

CCC1846

“The Gospel is the revelation in Jesus Christ of God’s mercy to sinners. The angel announced to Joseph:
‘You shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’ The same is true of the
Eucharist, the sacrament of redemption.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Help participants encounter, not merely understand, the recklessness of the Father’s mercy. 2. Surface the
elder-son dynamic. Many in the room are not the prodigal; they are the older brother. 3. Connect the trilogy
to the sacrament of Penance as its living continuation. 4. Leave the group with one question they cannot
shake: which son am I right now? Time estimate (90 minutes)

Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min
o
The Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin (read together, brief discussion): 15 min

The Prodigal Son, part one (read 15:11-24, discussion): 30 min

The Elder Son (read 15:25-32, discussion): 20 min



Application and concrete commitment: 10 min

[
Closing prayer: 5 min

This is the most emotionally charged session of the series. Be ready for tears, for stories, and for honest
silence. Do not rush. If you must abbreviate, abbreviate the Lost Sheep and Lost Coin, not the elder son.

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Heavenly Father, you receive sinners and eat with them. You leave the ninety-nine for the one. You
search the house in the lamplight until you find the lost coin. You run to meet your children when they
are still a great way off. Tonight let us hear your voice, whatever the shape of our wandering, and let us
learn what it means to come home. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: did anyone follow through on the concrete “going” from last week? What did it teach you?

READ ALOUD

Luke 15 is the only place in the Gospels where Jesus tells three parables in a row in answer to a single
complaint. The religious leaders are offended that he eats with sinners. He does not argue; he tells three
stories, and each asks the same question: what does God do when something precious is lost? Pay
attention to how the answer changes each time.

PART ONE - THE LOST SHEEP AND THE LOST COIN (LUKE 15:3-10)

Have someone read Luke 15:3-10 aloud.

LUKE 15:4-7 (RSV2CE)

“What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in
the wilderness, and go after the one which is lost, until he finds it? And when he has found it, he lays it
on his shoulders, rejoicing. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors,
saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep which was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will
be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need
no repentance.”

LUKE 15:8-10 (RSV2CE)




“Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the
house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls together her friends
and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin which I had lost.’ Just so, I tell you,
there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”

Q1. [TEXT] Notice the shepherd’s action when he finds the sheep, and the woman'’s action when she
loses the coin. What details does Luke include that he did not have to include?

Leader note: The shepherd lays the sheep on his shoulders (it cannot walk back on its own) and the celebration is
communal, not private. The woman lights a lamp, sweeps the whole house, and seeks diligently. The details paint a God
who does not stop seeking until he finds, and whose joy in finding is a joy he insists on sharing.

Q2. [TEXT] The coin is entirely passive; it cannot seek itself, and the sheep has wandered and is helpless.
What does it mean for our understanding of grace that God seeks us before we can turn back toward
him?

Leader note: This is prevenient grace in narrative form: we do not turn to God on our own; God turns toward us first, and

his initiative makes our return possible. For some this is comfort (God was looking for me even when I was lost); for others
a corrective (I did not save myself).

Q3. [TRADITION] Jesus says there is more joy in heaven over one repentant sinner than over ninety-nine
righteous persons. What does this tell you about how God values you personally? What does it not say
about the ninety-nine?

Leader note: It says God is not a manager evaluating output but a Father whose joy is real and whose love does not
divide by numbers. It does not say the ninety-nine do not matter; it says the lost one matters with an intensity any parent
recognizes. The crowd does not dilute the individual before God.

PART TWO - THE PRODIGAL SON, PART ONE (LUKE 15:11-24)

Have someone read Luke 15:11-24 aloud, the younger son’s story.
LUKE 15:17-20 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have bread enough and
to spare, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, Father, I
have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me as one
of your hired servants.” And he arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his
father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.”

READ ALOUD

Scholars of Middle Eastern culture (notably Kenneth E. Bailey) have argued that in the ancient Near
East a wealthy patriarch would not run; running was undignified and exposed the legs beneath the long
robe. On this widely cited reading, the father runs to publicly set aside his own honor and reach his son
first, absorbing the shame so the son does not have to. And the robe, ring, and sandals are not just a
warm welcome: the robe is the best one in the house, the ring is likely a signet (a sign of legal standing),

and sandals were commonly the mark of a free member of the household rather than a servant. The




father is declaring before the whole village: this is my son. He belongs here. The shame is gone.

Q4. [TEXT] The son rehearses a careful speech in verses 18-19, planning to come back as a hired servant.
Compare his rehearsed speech with what he actually gets to say in verse 21. What does the father not let
him finish, and why does that matter?

Leader note: The son had planned to add, “treat me as one of your hired servants.” He gets through the confession, but
the hired-servant request is never spoken, and the father’s actions refuse those terms. The son planned to return as an
employee, earning his keep; the father insists on receiving him as a son. This is the Gospel in one scene: the sinner plans to
return through merit, and the Father restores through gift.

Q5. [TRADITION] St. Augustine reads this scene as the arc of his own conversion; St. Thérese of Lisieux
sees the soul that comes with empty hands and is lifted up by God’s arms rather than by its own
climbing. What does it mean to come home with empty hands?

Leader note: It means the only thing the soul can offer is its need. The Christian life is not begun by collecting enough
religious credit to deserve God’s welcome, but by recognizing that no amount of credit is sufficient and turning home
anyway. This consoles both the recovering perfectionist and the person who feels too far gone.

Q6. [LIFE] Have you ever tried to come back to God on your own terms, with a plan to earn your way
back, before you would let yourself be received? What was that like?

Leader note: Give space; this is often the most vulnerable question of the session. Many carry a long history of religious
self-improvement projects designed to make themselves acceptable before they will let God love them. Naming the pattern
gently is part of the healing.

Q7. [LIFE] The father saw the son “while he was yet at a distance.” What does that tell you about where
the father’s attention had been during the son’s absence?

Leader note: He had been watching for him. He had not moved on; he was waiting. Let this land. For someone who has
wandered for years, the image of the watching father is often the moment the parable becomes personal.

PART THREE - THE ELDER SON (LUKE 15:25-32)

Have someone read Luke 15:25-32 aloud.
LUKE 15:28-31 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, but he answered his
father, ‘Lo, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command; yet you never
gave me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has
devoured your living with harlots, you killed for him the fatted calf!’” And he said to him, ‘Son, you are
always with me, and all that is mine is yours.”

READ ALOUD

Asyou reread the elder son’s words, listen for two things: what he calls his brother, and the word he
uses for his own years in the household. Hold onto what you notice; the next question turns on it.




Q8. [TEXT] Look closely at the elder son’s language: he says “this son of yours,” not “my brother,” and “I
have served you” (the word is for an employee). Then read the father’s reply: “you are always with me,
and all that is mine is yours.” What had the elder son been missing all along?

Leader note: He had access to everything and lived in poverty because he never received what was freely available. He
kept the rules and missed the relationship; he was in the house and outside the feast at once. The tragedy is not his anger
but that he was already entitled to everything he was complaining about. Let the group assemble this from his own words
rather than hearing it announced.

Q9. [LIFE] It is possible to be religiously faithful, hardworking, and obedient, and still relate to God more
like an employee than a child. Does any part of you recognize the elder son? What would it look like to
start receiving from your Father what is already yours?

Leader note: Often the most convicting question for people who grew up Catholic, completed multiple sacraments, and
have done many religious programs. Do not soften it. The elder son’s condition is dangerous precisely because it can persist
for a lifetime without anyone noticing. The first step out of it is recognition.

Q10. [TRADITION] The parable does not tell us whether the elder son enters the feast; the ending is open
because Jesus is speaking to real people in real time. What does it mean that the question is now ours to
answer too?

Leader note: The feast is happening, the father is at the door, and we are not told what to do; we are asked. The open
ending is a literary gesture and a pastoral one: the parable is unfinished because we are not finished. Each of us has to
decide whether we will go in.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Two practices this week. First, if you have been the prodigal in any area, name it specifically and
consider going to confession before our next session. The walk home is what the parable describes; do
not stay in the far country. Second, if the elder son’s portrait fit you anywhere, pray one sentence this
week: “Father, all that is yours is mine. Help me receive it.” Do not say it as a request; say it as a fact and
let your heart catch up.

Scripture Memory
LUKE 15:20 (RSV2CE)

“And he arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had
compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.”

Closing Prayer

“Heavenly Father, we confess that we are sometimes the prodigal, wandering into far countries of our
own making, certain we have gone too far for you to find us. And we confess that we are sometimes the
elder son, faithful on the outside, closed in our hearts to your reckless mercy and to our own brother.
Tonight you have shown us a father who runs. Give us the courage to begin the walk home, and the
humility to enter the feast. We ask this through Christ our Lord, the Good Shepherd who laid down his
life for the lost sheep. Amen.”




GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] The progression in Luke 15 moves from one in a hundred to one in ten to one in two. What
does the rising proportion suggest about the way God values the lost?

Leader note: The value of the lost rises as the relationship deepens: a lost sheep is one in a hundred, a lost coin one in ten,
a lost son one in two. By the third parable, half of what the father has is missing. The closer the relationship, the higher the

proportion of grief.

QGD2. [TRADITION] One strand of the tradition reads the trilogy as a Trinitarian pattern: the Son who
seeks (Good Shepherd), the Spirit who searches the soul’s interior (the woman with the lamp), and the
Father who receives. This is patristic allegory rather than Jesus’ explicit interpretation. Why might it
still be a faithful reading?

Leader note: It is consistent with the rule of faith: salvation is the work of the whole Trinity, each Person acting
according to his proper role. Offer it as a way of contemplating the parable, not as exegetical proof. It is faithful so long as
it is held as contemplation rather than as the parable’s primary meaning.

QGD3. [LIFE] CCC 1439 uses the Prodigal Son to describe the whole process of conversion and
repentance. If your group is open, talk about how, as a pastoral analogy, the parable maps onto going to
confession: the coming to oneself, the journey, the words prepared, the absolution that meets us before
we finish.

Leader note: Many Catholics have a complicated relationship with confession, and mapping it onto Luke 15 can help. The

walk to the confessional is the journey home; the act of contrition is the prepared speech; the absolution is the embrace.
The point is that the Father is already running before we have finished saying anything.

QGD4. [TRADITION] Read Ezekiel 34:11-16 aloud, then set it beside the Lost Sheep. What did God promise
there that only he could do, and what is Jesus claiming about himself by taking up the shepherd’s role?
Leader note: In Ezekiel, God promises “I, I myself will search for my sheep.” When Jesus tells the Lost Sheep parable, he
implicitly takes up exactly that role in defense of his own practice, a claim made explicit in John 10:11. Let the group draw

the conclusion: to say “Jesus is the Good Shepherd” is to say Jesus is the God of Israel come in the flesh to do what God said
only he could do. The parable is not only moral teaching; read in context and alongside John 10, it is a Christological claim.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Luke 15:3-7 | Luke 15:8-10 | Luke 15:11-32

0ld Testament background: Ezekiel 34:11-16 | Jeremiah 31:18-20 | Hosea 11:1-8 | Psalm 23

New Testament support: Luke 19:10 | John 10:11-16 | 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 | Romans 5:8 | 1John 4:10
Catechism: CCC 545, 1439, 1846
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Sources cited: St. Augustine, Confessions 1.1 and Book VIII | St.John Chrysostom, On Repentance and
Almsgiving | St. Gregory the Great, Forty Gospel Homilies, Homily 34 | St. Thérese of Lisieux, Story of a Soul |
St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-11, q. 113 | Scott Hahn (covenantal reading of Luke 15).
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION FIVE -

Grace, Debt, and Forgiveness

The Pharisee and the Tax Collector - The Two Debtors * The Unforgiving Servant - The Laborers in the

Vineyard

“Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.”
Matthew 6:12 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session is the theological companion to Session 4. Having seen the mercy of God in the Father who
runs, we now examine what that mercy asks of us in return. Four parables form a connected picture of
the economy of grace. The Pharisee and the Tax Collector teaches the foundational posture before God:
we receive forgiveness we do not deserve. The Two Debtors teaches that our capacity to love flows from
the degree to which we recognize what we have been forgiven. The Unforgiving Servant warns that
withholding mercy from others while receiving it from God is catastrophic. The Laborers in the
Vineyard teaches that God’s generosity operates by a logic different from human fairness.

The pastoral challenge is real: forgiveness is one of the most resisted teachings of the entire Gospel. Be
ready for genuine pain and for stories. The aim is not to talk people out of their wounds, but to bring
those wounds into the light of the parables Jesus tells about the kind of God who forgives and the kind of
disciples we are called to be.

Audience note: high-school and young-adult participants often carry forgiveness-shaped wounds
related to family, friendships, or breakups. The session will surface them. Do not press anyone to share
specifics, and do not minimize what gets named when it does come up.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The Pharisee and the Tax Collector: the foundation of Christian prayer



Luke 18:9-14 is, in compressed form, the foundation of Christian spirituality. St. Augustine’s reading
penetrates to the structural problem: the Pharisee’s sin is not that he is moral but that he is self-
referential in his morality. He gives thanks to God, but the substance of his thanks is himself; every
clause has “I” as its subject. He has come to the Temple, but the prayer never gets past himself. He uses
God as a mirror.

The tax collector’s prayer is the opposite. The Greek describes him standing at a distance, refusing to lift
his eyes, beating his breast, and saying Hilasthéti moi to hamartélé (“God, be merciful to me a sinner,”
Lk 18:13). The verb shares a root with hilastérion, the word for the mercy seat in the Old Testament
Temple (cf. Heb 9:5). Many commentators hear a Temple resonance here: it is as if the tax collector
were asking God’s atoning mercy to descend on him as it descended on the mercy seat. The Church
echoes this penitential cry at Mass in the Kyrie eleison, and it is the structural foundation of all
Christian prayer.

St. John Chrysostom’s note is uncomfortable: the person who hears this parable and congratulates
himself on not being like the Pharisee has become the Pharisee. The parable resets at every reading. The
proper response is not to identify the Pharisee in the room and condemn him, but to find the Pharisee in
oneself.

The Unforgiving Servant: the logic of received mercy

The numbers in Matthew 18:23-35 are deliberately impossible. A talent was an enormous unit of weight,
roughly twenty years’ wages for a laborer; ten thousand talents (Mt 18:24) is on the order of two
hundred thousand years of wages, meant to represent what is practically unpayable: the moral debt of
sin before an infinite God. One hundred denarii (Mt 18:28) is about a hundred days’ wages: real, but
trivial by comparison.

The logic is exact. The servant just released from a debt he could never repay immediately refuses to
release a fellow servant from a debt that is real but small. St. Thomas Aquinas’ teaching on love of
enemies (Summa Theologiae II-I1, q. 25, aa. 8-9) grounds a distinction the Catholic tradition has
developed: charity requires excluding no one from love, but it does not require treating the offender as if
no offense occurred. In this tradition, forgiveness does not mean the offense did not happen, nor that
there are no civil consequences, nor that one must immediately trust the offender; it is the release of
personal resentment and the desire for revenge. The unforgiving servant does not merely fail to forgive;
he seizes his fellow servant by the throat (Mt 18:28), and the violence reveals that he never truly
received the mercy he was given. To receive grace and to withhold mercy are incompatible movements;
they cannot belong to the same heart.

The Laborers in the Vineyard: God’s economy is not ours

Matthew 20:1-16 dismantles human score-keeping by design. The early workers receive exactly what
was agreed (Mt 20:13); the late workers receive the same. The early workers’ complaint, “you have made
them equal to us” (Mt 20:12), is legally reasonable and spiritually toxic. Their grievance reveals that they
have been working not out of love for the master but out of a calculation of fairness. They have been
keeping score.

St. John Chrysostom (Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 64) reads this parable as consolation for those who
come to faith late in life: no conversion is too tardy for God’s generosity, and the thief on the cross
receives the same destination as Peter and John. Grace is gift, not wage, and a gift cannot be calculated



against another’s gift. The parable fulfills Isaiah directly: “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither
are your ways my ways” (Is 55:8). God’s economy of grace is not slightly more generous than ours; it is
categorically different in kind.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These passages are the deep roots of Session 5’s parables. The Isaiah text is opened with the group in the
Laborers discussion; the rest are developed here.

PSALM 51:1, 17 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love ... The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken
spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.”

The tax collector’s posture is the fulfillment of Psalm 51. The broken and contrite heart is the only
sacrifice God does not turn away. The Pharisee offered a list of achievements; the tax collector offered
the only thing God has always been asking for.

LEVITICUS 25:10 (RSV2CE)

“And you shall hallow the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants; it
shall be a jubilee for you, when each of you shall return to his property and each of you shall return to
his family.”

The Jubilee was the periodic proclamation of liberty and restoration of ancestral land in Israel, paired in
the Law with the seventh-year release of debts (Deut 15:1-2), and Jesus announces his ministry in jubilee
terms in Luke 4:18-19, “the acceptable year of the Lord.” The Unforgiving Servant is the personal
working out of what Jubilee means in the New Covenant: every debt cancelled by God puts us under
obligation to release the smaller debts owed to us.

ISAIAH 55:8-9 (RSV2CE)

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord. For as the
heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your
thoughts.”

Isaiah 55 is the backdrop for the Laborers. God’s ways are not a slightly improved version of ours; they
are categorically different. The grumbling of the early workers is the human economy of fairness
colliding with the divine economy of gift.

PSALM 130:3-4 (RSV2CE)

“If you, O Lord, should mark iniquities, Lord, who could stand? But there is forgiveness with you, that
you may be feared.”



Psalm 130 names the central problem: no human being could stand if God kept account. The fact of
forgiveness is what makes the worship of God possible at all. The tax collector knows this; the Pharisee
has forgotten it.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s preaching on Luke 18:9-14 is preserved in his sermons (Sermon 115 on the Pharisee and
tax collector). The Pharisee’s deepest fault is not the goods he claims but that his prayer never gets past
himself: he uses God as a witness to his own virtue rather than the one to whom he is genuinely
speaking. On the Lord’s Prayer (Sermons 56-59), St. Augustine presses one point: when we pray “forgive
us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,” we establish the terms of our own
reception of mercy. To pray that prayer with an unforgiving heart is to ask God to apply our standard to
us.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom (Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 61 on the Unforgiving Servant, Hom. 64 on the
Laborers) makes the violence of the first servant the giveaway: a heart that has truly received mercy
cannot turn around and crush mercy out of someone else. On the Laborers, the parable consoles those
who come to faith late; grace is not calculated by hours worked. On the Pharisee and tax collector, he
warns that the parable resets at every reading: the reader who finishes it proud of his humility has
missed it.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas treats forgiveness in Summa Theologiae I1-11, q. 25, aa. 8-9 (on love of enemies) and in his
commentary on the Lord’s Prayer. His teaching grounds a distinction that is pastorally vital: forgiveness
does not require us to pretend the offense did not happen, nor to dispense with civil justice or prudent
self-protection from continuing harm. Forgiveness is the release of personal resentment and the
renunciation of revenge. What it is not compatible with is keeping the offense as a possession of the
heart.

St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153)

St. Bernard'’s treatise On the Steps of Humility and Pride maps the inner movements visible in embryo in
the Pharisee’s prayer. The path of pride begins, he argues, with curiosity about other people’s faults
rather than one’s own; humility, by contrast, Bernard understands as the truthful self-knowledge by
which a man becomes lowly in his own eyes; it is the self-knowledge the tax collector exemplifies in a
single gesture, beating his breast and refusing to look up, knowing exactly who he is before God.

CATECHISM CONNECTION

CCC 2839



SE

“With bold confidence, we began praying to our Father ... Now, in this new petition, we return to him
like the prodigal son and, like the tax collector, recognize that we are sinners before him.”

CCC 2840

“Now, and this is daunting, this outpouring of mercy cannot penetrate our hearts as long as we have not
forgiven those who have trespassed against us ... In refusing to forgive our brothers and sisters, our
hearts are closed and their hardness makes them impervious to the Father’s merciful love.”

CCC 2843

“The parable of the merciless servant, which crowns the Lord’s teaching on ecclesial communion, ends
with these words: ‘So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your
brother from your heart.’ It is there, in fact, in the depths of the heart, that everything is bound and
loosed.”

SSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Establish the tax collector’s posture as the foundation of Christian prayer. 2. Help participants feel the

wei

ght of the debt cancelled in the Unforgiving Servant, so their own unforgiveness becomes visible.

3. Bring the Laborers as consolation for those who feel they came late, and as challenge for those who keep
score. 4. Connect the whole session to the Our Father, which every Catholic prays daily. Time estimate (90

minutes)
o
Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min
[
The Pharisee and the Tax Collector (read, discussion): 20 min
o
The Unforgiving Servant (read, discussion): 25 min
o
The Laborers in the Vineyard (read, Isaiah discovery, discussion): 20 min
L
Application and concrete commitment: 10 min
o

Closing prayer: 5 min



The Two Debtors (Lk 7:41-43) shares the same theological core as the Pharisee and the Tax Collector and
is offered in the Going Deeper section; bring it into Part One if time allows.

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Father, we come before you tonight as the tax collector: with nothing to offer but our need, and no
claim to make but your mercy. Forgive us the debts we cannot pay, and give us grace to forgive the
smaller debts others owe us. We have received a treasure we did not earn. Do not let us hoard it. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: did anyone follow through with confession or with the elder son’s prayer (“Father, all that is
yours is mine. Help me receive it”) this past week? What happened?

READ ALOUD

We have seen that God’s mercy is reckless and unearned. Tonight we examine what that mercy asks of
us in return: a particular posture before God, and a particular way of treating others. These four
parables form the most demanding sequence of the series, and they will likely touch real wounds. That
is exactly where Jesus intends them to go. Listen for what they ask of you, not what they ask of someone
else.

PART ONE - THE PHARISEE AND THE TAX COLLECTOR (LUKE 18:9-14)

Have someone read Luke 18:9-14 aloud.
LUKE 18:10-14 (RSV2CE)

“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee
stood and prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust,
adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax
collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be
merciful to me a sinner!” I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for
every one who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.”

READ ALOUD

One detail you cannot see in English: the tax collector’s seven words, “God, be merciful to me a
sinner,” use a Greek verb from the same root as the word for the mercy seat in the Temple, the
place where atoning mercy came down. It is as if he were asking God to do for him what God did at
the mercy seat. The Church still echoes this cry at Mass in the Kyrie eleison: Lord, have mercy.




Keep both prayers in view as you answer the questions.

Q1. [TEXT] Look carefully at the Pharisee’s prayer. Who is the subject of nearly every sentence? What is
actually happening in this prayer, underneath the thanksgiving?

Leader note: Let the group notice it themselves: the Pharisee is the subject of almost every clause. He thanks God, but the
content of his thanks is himself: structurally it is a self-evaluation that uses God as an audience. St. Augustine’s phrase is
exact: he went up to pray and did not pray at all; he only praised himself.

Q2. [TEXT] The tax collector says only seven words, and Jesus says he went home justified. What does
this tell us about what God is actually looking for in prayer?

Leader note: Honesty, need, recognition. The tax collector did not bring achievements; he brought who he actually was.
That seven words count for more than the Pharisee’s detailed list reveals what God values: a real meeting between a real
soul and the real God, not a performance.

Q3. [TRADITION] St. John Chrysostom warns that the person who hears this parable and is glad he is not
like the Pharisee has just become the Pharisee. How does that warning change the way you read the
parable now?

Leader note: It turns the parable from a comparison between two characters into a mirror held up to the reader. The
proper response is not to identify which kind of pray-er someone else is, but to notice the subtle Pharisee posture in oneself.
The parable resets every time it is read. That is the point.

PART TWO - THE UNFORGIVING SERVANT (MATTHEW 18:23-35)

Have someone read Matthew 18:23-35 aloud in full.
MATTHEW 18:27-30 (RSV2CE)

“And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt. But that same
servant, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and
seizing him by the throat he said, ‘Pay what you owe.” So his fellow servant fell down and besought him,
‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” He refused and went and put him in prison till he should
pay the debt.”

READ ALOUD

Two numbers you need, because they are the whole point. A talent was about twenty years’ wages, so
ten thousand talents (the first servant’s debt) is on the order of two hundred thousand years of wages:
unpayable. A hundred denarii (the second servant’s debt) is about a hundred days’ wages: real, but
small. Hold that contrast as you answer.

Q4. [TEXT] Why does Jesus make the contrast between the two debts so extreme? What is he saying
about the moral debt God forgives compared to the debts others owe us?

Leader note: The contrast is structural. Whatever offense we hold onto from another person, however real, is small beside
the moral debt God has already forgiven us. The parable does not minimize the offense (a hundred denarii was real
money); it puts it in proportion. Recognizing what we have been forgiven is what enables us to release what we are owed.




Let the extremity of the numbers do the work. Be careful here with grave harms: “small by comparison” means small
beside the infinite mercy God has shown each of us, not insignificant in itself. Forgiving a serious injury never requires
judging it minor, and the parable is not a demand that victims call abuse trivial.

Q5. [TRADITION] The Catholic tradition, rooted in St. Thomas’ teaching on love of enemies, holds that
forgiveness does not mean pretending the offense did not happen, and does not mean abandoning civil
justice or wise self-protection. Forgiveness is the release of personal resentment and the desire for
revenge. Why is this distinction important pastorally?

Leader note: Many resist forgiveness because they think it means saying “what happened was not so bad” or “I must
immediately trust this person again.” St. Thomas’ distinction protects the wounded from a false demand: you can fully
forgive and still pursue justice, and still keep prudent distance. What forgiveness asks is the release of personal hatred and
the desire for revenge, the refusal to let the offense own your heart.

Q6. [LIFE] St. Augustine wrote that if we do not forgive others, we are praying for our own
condemnation every time we say the Our Father. Does that change how you hear the line, “forgive us our
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”?

Leader note: It should. The line is not a sentimental flourish; it is a contract we set with God by our own words. We are
asking God to apply to us the standard we apply to others. That is bracing, and it is why the Catechism calls it “daunting”
(CCC 2840).

Q7. [LIFE] Is there someone in your life right now whom you find genuinely difficult to forgive? You do
not have to say who. What would it cost you to take a first step toward releasing the debt this week?

Leader note: The heart of the session. Many carry real wounds. Do not promise that forgiveness will be easy or quick.
Honor the difficulty. Name that forgiveness is often a process rather than a moment, that it can be revisited, and that
prayer and the sacraments are means God gives us to do the work over time.

PART THREE - THE LABORERS IN THE VINEYARD (MATTHEW 20:1-16)

Have someone read Matthew 20:1-16 aloud.
MATTHEW 20:13-15 (RSV2CE)

“But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for a
denarius? Take what belongs to you, and go; I choose to give to this last as I give to you. Am I not
allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?’”

Now have someone read Isaiah 55:8-9 aloud.
ISAIAH 55:8-9 (RSV2CE)

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord. For as the
heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your
thoughts.”

Q8. [TEXT] The early workers are not cheated; they receive exactly what was agreed. Set their complaint
beside Isaiah 55:8-9. They are operating by one economy and the master by another. What is the
difference between the two, and why does it make them angry?



Leader note: The workers reason by the human economy of fairness (equal pay for equal hours); the master gives by the
divine economy of gift (“I choose to give”). Their anger reveals a contractual rather than filial relationship. Let the group
name the two economies from the texts. The point is not that calculation is wrong in business, but that it is wrong in the
Kingdom, because the Kingdom is not a wage but a gift, and God’s ways are not simply a more generous version of ours.
(This does not deny the Catholic doctrine of merit: as CCC 2006-2011 teaches, our merits are themselves God’s gifts, founded
on grace, which is exactly the parable’s point. What the parable rejects is the idea that we can put God in our debt.)

Q9. [TRADITION] St. John Chrysostom uses this parable as consolation for those who came late to faith:
no conversion is too tardy for God’s generosity. Is there someone you have privately dismissed because
they came to faith “too late” after a visible past? What does this parable say to that?

Leader note: The parable does not let us write anyone off: the thief on the cross is the patron of late conversions. Grace is
not graded by hours worked. This is uncomfortable for the religiously faithful and good news for everyone else. Both
responses are appropriate.

Q10. [LIFE] Have you ever caught yourself keeping spiritual score, resenting that someone else seems to
receive grace more easily, or more publicly, or after less effort than you have put in? What does this
parable ask you to release?

Leader note: Closing application. The early workers are the religious veterans, and many young adults from observant
Catholic families have a quiet version of their grumbling. The parable does not condemn faithful effort; it relocates its
meaning. We do not work for the wage; we work because we love the master and the work.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Two practices this week. First, when you pray, begin with the tax collector’s seven words: “God, be
merciful to me a sinner.” Pray it slowly; let it be the first sentence of your prayer for seven days. Second,
take the person you named in question seven, the one you find hard to forgive, and pray for them by
name once a day this week. Do not yet require yourself to feel anything. Just pray. Forgiveness often
begins as a decision and becomes a feeling later, sometimes much later. Begin with the decision.

Scripture Memory
MATTHEW 18:33 (RSV2CE)

“And should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?”

Closing Prayer

“Father, we come before you as the tax collector. We have nothing to offer but our need, and no claim to
make but your mercy. Forgive us the debts we cannot pay, and give us the grace to release the smaller
debts others owe us. Set us free from the score-keeping that has hardened our hearts. Make us merciful
as you are merciful. We ask this through Christ our Lord, who paid our debt at the cost of his own life.
Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)



Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Read the Two Debtors in Luke 7:41-43, then the scene around it (Lk 7:36-50). What does
Jesus add by setting the parable in the context of the woman who washes his feet?

Leader note: Luke 7 connects the size of the debt forgiven directly to the depth of love: “Her sins, which are many, are
forgiven, for she loved much” (Lk 7:47). Recognizing what we have been forgiven is what makes us capable of love. Simon
the Pharisee loves little because he has not seen what he has been forgiven, just as the unforgiving servant cannot love
because he never received the mercy he was given.

QGD2. [TRADITION] CCC 2843 says forgiveness happens “in the depths of the heart, where everything is
bound and loosed.” What does this mean about the relationship between forgiveness and emotion? Can
you forgive someone you do not yet feel forgiveness toward?

Leader note: Yes. Forgiveness is finally a movement of the will, not a feeling. We can decide to release someone before we
feel released, and the feeling often follows the decision, sometimes years later. “In the depths of the heart” points to a level
deeper than emotion: the orientation of the will toward letting go.

QGD3. [LIFE] Is there someone whose forgiveness you need to ask, but have been avoiding? Is there a
sacrament (confession, the Eucharist) you have been postponing because receiving it well includes
forgiveness you have not yet given?

Leader note: The Catechism’s teaching has a practical edge: receiving the sacraments well requires hearts open to
forgive. If a participant recognizes they have been carrying unforgiveness, the appropriate response is not despair but a
concrete next step: a hard conversation, a confession, a sustained prayer of release.

QGD4. [TRADITION] How does the doctrine of grace as gift, not wage (CCC 2009), illuminate the Laborers
in the Vineyard? What does it protect us against?

Leader note: It protects us against the works-righteousness that imagines we can put God in our debt, and against
despair, because God’s generosity is not a matter of how much we have done but of who he is. The early workers are
dangerous because they have worked long enough to think they have earned something; the late workers are blessed
because they know they have not.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Luke 18:9-14 | Luke 7:41-43 | Matthew 18:23-35 | Matthew 20:1-16

0ld Testament background: Psalm 51 | Psalm 130:3-4 | Leviticus 25:8-17 | Isaiah 55:8-9

New Testament support: Romans 3:21-26 | Ephesians 4:32 | Colossians 3:13 | Matthew 6:14-15
Catechism: CCC 2009, 2839, 2840, 2843

Sources cited: St. Augustine, Sermon 115 (Pharisee and tax collector) and Sermons 56-59 (the Lord’s Prayer) | St.
John Chrysostom, Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 61 and 64 | St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I1-11, q. 25,
aa.8-9 | St. Bernard of Clairvaux, On the Steps of Humility and Pride.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION SIX -

The Law of Love

The Good Samaritan - Salt and Lamp * The Tree and Its Fruits - The Wise and Foolish Builders

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart ... and your neighbor as yourself.”
Luke 10:27 (RSV2CE)

LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session brings the parables into the realm of moral theology proper. Having seen the mercy of God
and the call to extend that mercy to others, we now ask the deeper question: what does the love of God
and neighbor look like in the concrete? Jesus answers with the most famous parable he ever told and
three short complementary teachings. The Good Samaritan defines neighbor by action rather than
category. The Salt and the Lamp describe the visible character of a life shaped by love. The Tree and Its
Fruits gives a diagnostic by which any teaching, movement, or disciple can be recognized. The Wise and
Foolish Builders close with the question that exposes everything: have I built my life on hearing alone,
or on doing as well?

A note on genre: of tonight’s four teachings, the Good Samaritan (Luke 10) and the Wise and Foolish
Builders (Matthew 7) are narrative parables in the strict sense, short stories with a plot. The Salt and
the Lamp (Matthew 5) and the Tree and Its Fruits (Matthew 7) are better described as similitudes or
metaphors from the Sermon on the Mount than as narrative parables. They earn their place here
because they do the same work the parables do, making the shape of a love-formed life concrete and
visible, and because the session’s whole aim is to move love of God and neighbor out of the abstract.

Audience note: high-school and young-adult participants often carry a private vocabulary in which
Christianity is mostly an interior orientation. The teachings of this session resist that move with quiet
authority: the inner life and the outer life are one life, and what is in the heart will eventually appear in
the hands.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW




The Good Samaritan: who is my neighbor?

Luke 10:25-37 sets the parable inside a careful exchange with a lawyer. The lawyer’s first question
(10:25) is what to do to inherit eternal life. Jesus turns it back, and the lawyer correctly cites the great
commandment from Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18. Jesus affirms the answer. But the lawyer,
“desiring to justify himself” (10:29), asks a second question, “And who is my neighbor?”, an attempt to
shrink the field of obligation. Jesus refuses to let it shrink, and the parable reverses the question
entirely: he does not answer “who qualifies as my neighbor?” but “who is acting as a neighbor?”

The Catholic exegetical tradition reads the parable on two complementary levels. The first is the literal
and moral reading pressed by St. John Chrysostom and others: a direct teaching about practical love. The
priest and the Levite are religiously credentialed, and their failure to stop is an indictment of any
religion that does not produce mercy. The Samaritan, despised by Jesus’ audience, becomes the
unexpected exemplar. The cost is real: he stops, binds the wounds, applies oil and wine, transports the
man on his own animal, pays the innkeeper, and promises to return and pay more. Mercy is concrete,
costly, and sustained.

The second is the allegorical reading, rooted in St. Augustine (Quaestiones Evangeliorum I1.19) and
developed across centuries of patristic and medieval preaching. The man going down from Jerusalem is
humanity in Adam, descending from grace into the wounds of sin. The robbers are the powers of evil.
The priest and Levite are the Old Testament Law and priesthood, which can diagnose the wound but
cannot heal it. The Good Samaritan is Christ himself, who comes near, binds the wounds with oil (the
Holy Spirit) and wine (the blood of Christ), brings the man to the inn (the Church), pays for his care
(the price of redemption), and promises to return and pay more (the second coming). St. Ambrose
develops this in his Exposition of the Gospel of Luke (Bk VII), where the oil and wine are read
sacramentally. The allegorical reading does not replace the literal one; the tradition holds both. The
literal reading tells you what to do tomorrow when you see someone in need; the allegorical reading
tells you who has done it for you when you were the one in the ditch.

Salt and Lamp: visible discipleship

The pairing of Salt and Lamp in Matthew 5:13-16 is deliberate. A traditional pastoral reading pairs them:
salt preserves and seasons quietly, suggesting the hidden interior life; the lamp illuminates visibly, and
Jesus himself applies it to public good works (5:16). Together they describe discipleship as both a hidden
interior reality (salt) and a visible exterior witness (light), and either without the other is incomplete.
Note the grammar: Jesus does not say “try to be salt” but “You are the salt of the earth ... You are the
light of the world” (Mt 5:13-14). The identity is given in baptism (cf. CCC 1265-1267); the question is
whether it will be lived. The disciple does not become salt by effort; the disciple is salt and either keeps
that character or loses it.

The Tree and Its Fruits: diagnostic discernment

In Matthew 7:15-20 Jesus offers a tool for discernment. False prophets exist, and the disciple needs a way
to tell true from false. Jesus gives not a doctrinal checklist but a diagnostic of fruit: “You will know them
by their fruits” (Mt 7:16). St. Thomas treats the fruits of the Holy Spirit in Summa Theologiae I-1I, q. 70,
as acts flowing from the Spirit’s work in which the soul delights; his account of virtue (I-II, qq. 55-67 on
virtue in general; II-II, qg. 1-170 on the specific virtues) explains why such acts, repeated over time,
make the interior of a soul visible. The fruits of Galatians 5:22-23 are not feelings but acts flowing from a



soul shaped by the Holy Spirit. The Tree and Its Fruits insists that verbal claims and emotional fervor
are not by themselves diagnostic of true discipleship; sound teaching must be joined by fruit, over time,
in the concrete. This is the teaching to apply to leaders, movements, online voices, and one’s own life.

The Wise and Foolish Builders: the closing of the Sermon on the Mount

Matthew 7:24-27 is the summary parable of the entire Sermon on the Mount. Two builders, two
foundations, one storm. The storm is the same in both cases; the difference is the foundation. The wise
builder “hears these words of mine and does them” (Mt 7:24); the foolish builder hears the same words
and does not. The parable is addressed to the crowd that has just heard the whole Sermon: they have all
heard, and the question is whether the hearing will produce building. After all the high teaching, Jesus
closes with a parable that prevents the Sermon from being received as material for admiration rather
than obedience. It is not a beautiful idea; it is a foundation, and only the doer of the words is actually
building on it.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These are the deep roots of Session 6’s teachings. The Hosea text is opened with the group in the Good
Samaritan discussion; the rest are developed here.

DEUTERONOMY 6:4-5 (RSV2CE)

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your might.”

The Shema is the daily prayer of Israel and the first half of the great commandment. When the lawyer
cites it in Luke 10, he names the central theological claim of Jewish life. Jesus does not modify it; he
affirms it and joins it to its inseparable companion.

LEVITICUS 19:18 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“You shall not take vengeance or bear any grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love
your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”

Leviticus 19 is the source of the second half of the great commandment. Verse 18 directly concerns “the
sons of your own people,” though the same chapter extends love-as-yourself to the resident alien (Lev
19:34). By Jesus’ day the scope of “neighbor” was debated, and the lawyer in Luke 10 is asking, in effect,
where the boundary lies. Jesus refuses to draw it.

HOSEA 6:6 (RSV2CE)

“For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God, rather than burnt offerings.”

Hosea 6:6 is one of the few Old Testament verses Jesus quotes twice (Mt 9:13; 12:7), and it stands behind
the Good Samaritan. The priest and Levite who pass by embody exactly the religion Hosea condemned:



religious credentials without mercy. The Samaritan, however irregular his theology, embodies what God
always wanted.

ISAIAH 5:1-2, 7 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Let me sing for my beloved a love song concerning his vineyard ... he looked for it to yield grapes, but it
yielded wild grapes ... he looked for justice, but behold, bloodshed; for righteousness, but behold, a cry!”

Isaiah’s Song of the Vineyard is the prophetic background for the Tree and Its Fruits. God plants, tends,
and waits for fruit, and the fruit he expects is justice and righteousness, the visible markers of a life
rightly ordered toward God and neighbor. When the fruit fails, the failure is the diagnostic.

PSALM 1:1-3 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Blessed is the man ... [whose] delight is in the law of the Lord ... He is like a tree planted by streams of
water, that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither.”

Psalm 1is the wisdom-tradition image of the fruitful disciple. The tree by the water bears fruit because
of where it is planted. Both the Tree and Its Fruits and the Wise Builder depend on this image: the
visible product of a life is determined by what the life is rooted in or built on.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom’s preaching on almsgiving, especially the homilies on the rich man and Lazarus
collected in English as On Wealth and Poverty, insists that mercy toward the poor is the non-negotiable
test of Christian profession: worship of Christ that steps over Christ in the poor is a contradiction.
Applied to the Good Samaritan, his teaching presses the literal moral reading: mercy must be actual,
costing actual money, time, and inconvenience. The man in the ditch is, on this teaching, the test of
every claim to love God.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s allegorical reading of the Good Samaritan in Quaestiones Evangeliorum I1.19 has shaped
Catholic preaching on this parable for sixteen centuries: the man is humanity in Adam, the robbers the
devil and his angels, the priest and Levite the Old Testament ministry that can diagnose but cannot heal,
the Samaritan is Christ, the oil the comfort of good hope, the wine the exhortation to work with fervent
spirit, the inn the Church, the two coins the two precepts of love, the innkeeper the Apostle. Later
preaching built on this frame, reading the oil and wine as the sacraments and the two coins as the price
of the passion. This does not replace the literal teaching about practical mercy, which St. Augustine also
preaches; the two readings stand together. The literal sense tells the disciple what to do; the allegorical
sense tells the disciple who has already done it for him.

St. Ambrose of Milan (c. 339-397)



St. Ambrose’s Exposition of the Gospel of Luke (Bk VII) develops the sacramental dimension of the
allegory more explicitly than St. Augustine: the oil and the wine are the oil of anointing and the
Eucharistic blood, and the wounded man is brought into the inn, the Church, where he is treated with
the sacraments instituted by the Samaritan. It is patristic theology in narrative form: the sacraments are
the tools of the wounded heart’s healing.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas treats the fruits of the Holy Spirit in Summa Theologiae I-11, q. 70, as acts flowing from the
Spirit’s work in which the soul delights, and his treatment of the virtues (I-II, qq. 55-67; II-1I, qq. 1-170)
frames the Tree and Its Fruits: a virtue is a stable disposition that produces consistent action, and over
time the visible pattern of a person’s acts reveals the actual interior of the soul, whatever the verbal
claims. This is why Jesus says “you will know them by their fruits.” On the Wise Builder, his teaching
that charity is the form of faith (II-1I, g. 4, a. 3) explains why hearing without doing is faith unformed by
charity, what Scripture calls dead faith (Jas 2:17): real assent, but not the living faith that saves, because
living faith always proceeds through charity to act. To hear and not do is to receive the materials of a
foundation and never lay them; the storm exposes what was always the case, that there was nothing
under the house.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
cce 1822

“Charity is the theological virtue by which we love God above all things for his own sake, and our
neighbor as ourselves for the love of God.”

CCC1825

“Christ died out of love for us, while we were yet ‘enemies.” The Lord asks us to love as he does, even our
enemies, to make ourselves the neighbor of those farthest away, and to love children and the poor as
Christ himself.”

CCC 2447

“The works of mercy are charitable actions by which we come to the aid of our neighbor in his spiritual
and bodily necessities. ... The corporal works of mercy consist especially in feeding the hungry,
sheltering the homeless, clothing the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, and burying the dead.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Refuse the move to keep love of neighbor abstract. Land it in real, costly, concrete acts. 2. Hold together
the literal moral reading and the allegorical Christological reading of the Good Samaritan. 3. Use the Tree
and Its Fruits as a tool for discernment of teachers, movements, and one’s own life. 4. Close with the Wise
Builder pressing the question: am I doing or only hearing? Time estimate (90 minutes)



Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min

The Good Samaritan (read, Hosea discovery, three-tier discussion): 35 min

Salt and Lamp (read, brief discussion): 15 min

The Tree and Its Fruits (read, discussion): 15 min

The Wise and Foolish Builders (read, application): 10 min

Closing prayer: 5 min

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you came down to where we lay wounded and you did not pass by. Tonight as we hear your
parables, do not let us settle for hearing alone. Make us doers of your word. Make us neighbors to those
you have placed in our path. Make our lives the kind of tree whose fruit reveals the root. We ask this in

your name. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: did anyone follow through with the tax collector’s prayer or the daily prayer for the person hard
to forgive last week? What did you notice?

READ ALOUD

Tonight Jesus brings everything we have heard so far into the daylight of ordinary life. He tells the most
famous parable in human history, the Good Samaritan, and three short companion teachings. Each
refuses to let our discipleship stay invisible. By the end of the night we will have asked four questions in
turn: who is my neighbor, what does my life make visible, what does my life produce, and what am I
building on?

PART ONE - THE GOOD SAMARITAN (LUKE 10:25-37)

Have someone read Luke 10:25-37 aloud.



LUKE 10:30-34 (RSV2CE)

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who stripped him and
beat him, and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and
when he saw him he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite ... passed by on the other side. But
a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was; and when he saw him, he had compassion, and
went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; then he set him on his own beast and
brought him to an inn, and took care of him.”

Q1. [TEXT] Look at what the Samaritan actually does in verses 33-35. Count the verbs. What is Jesus
making visible by being so specific?

Leader note: He came near, had compassion, went to him, bound the wounds, poured oil and wine, set him on his own
beast, brought him to an inn, took care of him, paid the innkeeper, promised to return and pay more: eight or nine specific

acts. Jesus is refusing to let mercy be a feeling. Mercy is a sequence of concrete actions costing time, money, and
inconvenience; he is making the abstract obligation specific.

Q2. [TEXT] The priest and the Levite are religiously credentialed, exactly the people you would expect to
stop. Why place them in the parable, and what is Jesus saying about religion that does not produce
mercy?

Leader note: He indicts any religion that lets credentials substitute for mercy. The priest and Levite knew the law. The
text gives no reason for their passing by, and that silence is part of the indictment: whatever the reason, their religious

knowledge and office did not produce action when a real person was bleeding in front of them. Religion that does not
produce mercy fails the test the parable applies.

Now have someone read Hosea 6:6 aloud.
HOSEA 6:6 (RSV2CE)

“For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God, rather than burnt offerings.”

Q3. [TRADITION] The priest and the Levite would have known Hosea 6:6 better than anyone. Read it
again beside their behavior. What does the parable show about the difference between knowing this
verse and living it?

Leader note: Let the group connect the two texts themselves. The priest and Levite embody exactly the religion Hosea
condemned: religious credentials without mercy. Jesus cites Hosea 6:6 twice in Matthew (9:13; 12:7); the Samaritan,

however irregular his theology, is the one who actually does what God said he desired. Knowing the verse is not the same
as being the verse.

Q4. [TRADITION] The Church’s allegorical tradition, rooted in St. Augustine and St. Ambrose, also reads
this parable on a second level: the man in the ditch is humanity wounded by sin, the Samaritan is Christ,
the oil and wine the sacraments, the inn the Church, the two coins the price of redemption. How does
that allegorical reading change the way the literal teaching lands on you?

Leader note: It places us in the parable as the wounded man before it places us there as the potential Samaritan. Christ is
the unexpected stranger who comes near and pays for our care. Once we have received that mercy, extending it is no
longer a heroic ethical demand but the natural overflow of what we have received. We love our neighbor because we were
first loved as neighbors by the true Samaritan.



Q5. [LIFE] Who is the wounded man in the ditch in your life right now? Not in the abstract. Specifically.
Whom have you been passing by on the other side?

Leader note: Press for honesty. “The poor in general” is too vague. Specific possibilities: a classmate or coworker being
excluded, a family member you have written off, a person whose hardship you have been ignoring, a roommate who is
suffering, a student no one talks to. Specificity is what converts the parable into action.

Q6. [LIFE] The Samaritan’s mercy was not free: he paid the innkeeper, transported the man on his own
animal, lost time, and promised to return and pay more. What would it cost you, specifically, to stop
being the priest or Levite in the situation you just named?

Leader note: Press for specifics again: cost in time, money, inconvenience, social capital, in being seen helping someone
unpopular. Mercy without cost is not what the parable describes. Often the resistance to becoming a neighbor is precisely
unwillingness to bear the cost the Samaritan bore.

PART TWO - SALT AND LAMP (MATTHEW 5:13-16)

Have someone read Matthew 5:13-16 aloud.
MATTHEW 5:13-16 (RSV2CE)

“You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltness be restored? ... You are
the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hid. Nor do men light a lamp and put it under a
bushel, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. Let your light so shine before men, that they
may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.”

Q7. [TEXT] One traditional reading: salt works quietly and invisibly; light works publicly and visibly.
Why does Jesus give us both images, and what does each say that the other does not?

Leader note: Salt is the hidden interior reality of the disciple (integrity, prayer, virtue, the slow seasoning of an ordinary
life); light is the public visible reality (works that lead others to glorify God). Either without the other is incomplete: hidden
virtue with no witness is salt that has lost its purpose; visible religious activity with no interior life behind it is a lamp with
nothing feeding the flame. Jesus expects both.

Q8. [LIFE] Where are you currently more salt than lamp, hidden faith with little visible witness? Where
are you more lamp than salt, visible activity with little interior? What would it look like this week to
balance the two?

Leader note: Many young adults err on one side. Some are quietly devout but unwilling to witness; the danger is salt that
has lost its useful character. Some are very visible religiously but the interior is thin; the danger is the lit lamp with nothing
inside. Both are corrected by attending to whichever side is currently weaker.

PART THREE - THE TREE AND ITS FRUITS (MATTHEW 7:15-20)

Have someone read Matthew 7:15-20 aloud.
MATTHEW 7:16-20 (RSV2CE)

“You will know them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thorns, or figs from thistles? So, every
sound tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree bears evil fruit. A sound tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can



a bad tree bear good fruit. ... Thus you will know them by their fruits.”

Q9. [TRADITION] Galatians 5:22-23 names the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. St. Thomas Aquinas treats these as acts flowing from a
soul shaped by grace (ST I-II, q. 70). Why does Jesus give fruit, and not verbal claims alone, as the test?
How do sound teaching and visible fruit work together in discerning a true disciple?

Leader note: Doctrines can be assented to verbally without being interiorized; the fruit is far harder to counterfeit over
time. Many claim correct theology while bearing fruit of bitterness, pride, or contempt; many claim no sophistication and
bear unmistakable fruit of love, peace, and self-control. The fruit reveals the root. This is not a dismissal of doctrine but an
insistence that doctrine without virtue is not yet the Christian life.

Q10. [LIFE] Apply this diagnostic to one part of your own life. Look at the fruit of the past six months in
a specific area: relationships, work or school, prayer, your body and how you treat it. What is the fruit
telling you about the root?

Leader note: A self-applied diagnostic. The point is not to despair if the fruit is poor but to recognize that the root needs
attention. If recent months have borne anxiety, anger, isolation, or compulsion, the root requires deeper care, not greater
effort at the surface. Suggest the sacraments and serious prayer as the way the root is fed.

PART FOUR - THE WISE AND FOOLISH BUILDERS (MATTHEW 7:24-27)

Have someone read Matthew 7:24-27 aloud. This is the closing parable of the entire Sermon on the Mount.
MATTHEW 7:24-27 (RSV2CE)

“Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his
house upon the rock; and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that
house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And every one who hears these words
of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house upon the sand.”

READ ALOUD

Notice what is the same in both stories: both builders heard the same Sermon, both built houses, both
faced the same storm. The variable is not the storm and not the hearing; it is whether the hearing
produced doing. Jesus closes the most beautiful sermon ever preached with a parable designed to keep it
from being merely admired. The Sermon on the Mount is not a beautiful idea. It is a foundation, and
hearing it without acting on it is building on sand. The storm always comes.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Two practices this week. First, take the wounded person you named in question five and do one concrete
thing for them. Not next month. This week. Second, look at the fruit you noticed in question ten and
identify the root that needs attention. Is prayer thin? Have you been away from confession? Have you
been feeding the soul with poor input? Give the root one act of care this week that you will keep doing.




Scripture Memory
LUKE 10:36-37 (RSV2CE)

“Which of these three, do you think, proved neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers? He said,
‘The one who showed mercy on him.” And Jesus said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.”

Closing Prayer

“Lord Jesus, true Samaritan, you came down to where we lay wounded and you bound up our wounds
with the oil of your Spirit and the wine of your blood. Tonight, having received your mercy, send us out
to be neighbors to those you have placed in our path. Let our lives be visible salt, visible light, fruitful
trees, and houses built on the rock of your word lived. We ask this in your name. Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] The Samaritan in Jesus’ day was the unexpected hero, the religiously and ethnically
despised. Who would the Samaritan be in your community today? Who is the person from outside your
in-group whom you would be most surprised to see acting with mercy?

Leader note: This forces the parable to land in a specific cultural context rather than remain a tasteful abstraction. The
person you would least expect to see acting Christianly is exactly the figure Jesus uses as the model. The discomfort of the
analogy is part of what the parable is doing.

QGD2. [TRADITION] CCC 2447 names the corporal works of mercy: feeding the hungry, sheltering the
homeless, clothing the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, and burying the dead; the Church’s
traditional list of seven also includes giving drink to the thirsty. These are concrete extensions of the
Good Samaritan. Are any currently part of your life? Which one is the most natural next step?

Leader note: Most participants will be doing none of these regularly. That is not a verdict; it is information. Pick one,
begin small (a regular shift at a parish food pantry, a visit to a homebound neighbor, a card to someone in a nursing
home), and let it become a habit.

QGD3. [LIFE] It is possible to become so committed to active service that the interior life withers (lamp
without salt), and possible to become so focused on interior prayer that active service withers (salt
without lamp). Which side are you currently in danger of?

Leader note: Honest self-diagnosis. Both errors are common, and the corrective is to feed the side currently weaker, not
to abandon the side that is strong. The saints typically have both; the Christian life requires both.

QGD4. [TRADITION] St. Thomas Aquinas teaches that faith without charity is unformed and dead,
though still real assent (II-I, q. 4, a. 3); the Wise Builder hears the words and does them; James 2:17 says
faith without works is dead. How does the Catholic understanding of faith differ from a faith that is
mere intellectual assent?
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Leader note: Catholic faith is faith “informed by charity,” so real faith always issues in love that produces action. Mere
intellectual assent (the demons believe and shudder, Jas 2:19) is not it. The Wise Builder is Catholic faith in narrative form:
the doctrine has become a foundation by being lived.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary texts: Luke 10:25-37 | Matthew 5:13-16 | Matthew 7:15-20 | Matthew 7:24-27

0ld Testament background: Deuteronomy 6:4-5 | Leviticus 19:18 | Hosea 6:6 | Isaiah 5:1-7 | Psalm 1:1-3
New Testament support: James 2:14-26 | Galatians 5:22-23 | 1John 3:16-18 | Matthew 25:31-46
Catechism: CCC 1265-1267, 1822, 1825, 2447

Sources cited: St. Augustine, Quaestiones Evangeliorum 11.19 | St. Ambrose, Exposition of the Gospel of Luke,
Bk VII | St.John Chrysostom, On Wealth and Poverty | St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-1I, qq. 55-
67; I-11, q. 70; II-11, q. 4, a. 3.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION SEVEN -

Wealth, Detachment, and Stewardship

The Rich Fool * The Unrighteous Steward - The Talents - Lazarus and the Rich Man

“A man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”
Luke 12:15 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session takes up a topic Jesus speaks about more often than nearly any other, and that
contemporary Christians address less often than nearly any other. Jesus told more parables about
money and possessions than about prayer. The Rich Fool warns against the illusion that wealth secures
the soul. The Unrighteous Steward teaches the wise use of money for eternal purposes. The Talents
make clear that what God entrusts to us must be invested, not buried. Lazarus and the Rich Man closes
with the most pointed teaching Jesus gives about the eternal weight of how we treat the poor.

The pastoral aim is not to produce guilt about money but to surface the underlying spiritual question: to
whom do my possessions belong? Catholic teaching here is consistent and ancient: God entrusts material
goods to us as stewards, and we will give an account. The disciple’s relationship to wealth is the visible
expression of the disciple’s actual loyalties.

Audience note: high-schoolers largely live off their parents’ resources; young adults are often dealing
with student loans, first salaries, and habits that will shape decades. For high-schoolers the question is
forming desires before the larger sums arrive; for young adults it is establishing the practice of
generosity now, before lifestyle creep makes it harder later.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The Rich Fool: the soul required tonight

Luke 12:13-21 begins with a man asking Jesus to settle an inheritance dispute. Jesus refuses the role of
arbiter and names the deeper problem: “Take heed, and beware of all covetousness; for a man’s life does



not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Lk 12:15). The parable is short and devastating. A rich
man whose land has produced abundantly plans bigger barns and years of comfortable ease, addressing
his soul: “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, be merry” (Lk
12:19). God’s response cuts the parable in half: “Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and the
things you have prepared, whose will they be?” (Lk 12:20).

St. Basil the Great’s engagement with this parable is one of the most challenging texts in the patristic
tradition. In his homilies I Will Tear Down My Barns and To the Rich, he presses the logic with
disquieting clarity. The rich man’s sin is not that he is wealthy but that he calls the goods his own when
they were entrusted to him for the relief of others. St. Basil’s teaching, faithfully summarized: the bread
you keep belongs to the hungry, the cloak in your closet to the naked, the shoes molding in your
possession to the barefoot, the silver buried in the earth to the destitute. To possess what you do not
need while another goes without what they need is to keep what is not yours.

This is harder than most modern readers want it to be. The parable is not addressed only to the very
wealthy; it is addressed to anyone who, like the man in the parable, has begun to identify the safety of
the soul with the abundance of the barns. The fundamental question is not how much money the
disciple has, but who the disciple thinks owns it.

The Unrighteous Steward: wise use of an unjust mammon

Luke 16:1-13 is one of the most difficult parables because Jesus appears to commend behavior that is, on
its face, dishonest. The steward, fired for waste, rapidly reduces the debts of his master’s creditors so
they will welcome him after his dismissal, and the master commends him for his shrewdness. Jesus then
draws the lesson: “Make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous mammon, so that when it fails
they may receive you into the eternal habitations” (Lk 16:9).

The tradition has clarified what Jesus is and is not commending. He is not commending the steward’s
dishonesty; he is commending his urgency and his recognition that his position is temporary. The
shrewd steward used what was about to be taken from him to secure relationships that would outlast
his job. The disciple’s wealth is likewise temporary and should be used now, while it is still in hand, to
make eternal friends: to bless the poor (with whom Christ identifies himself, and by whose treatment he
judges us, Mt 25:31-46), to support the Church, to fund the works of mercy. The point is not the morality
of the steward’s methods but the recognition that wealth must be deployed for purposes that survive
death. The parable closes with one of Jesus’ most uncompromising statements: “You cannot serve God
and mammon” (Lk 16:13). Money is not neutral; it functions as a rival lord, and the disciple must decide
which one receives the loyalty.

The Talents: investing what is entrusted

The Talents (Mt 25:14-30) and its parallel, the Pounds (Lk 19:11-27), share a structure: a master entrusts
goods, departs, and returns to settle accounts. The faithful servants invest and produce a return; the
unfaithful servant buries what he received and produces nothing. His defense is revealing: “Master, I
knew you to be a hard man ... so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground” (Mt 25:24-
25). His failure is not dishonesty; it is fear-driven inaction.

St. John Chrysostom (Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 78) treats the buried talent as a warning to those who
treat their gifts as private possessions rather than goods entrusted for the service of others: the servant
did not lose what he was given; he simply did not put it to use. St. Gregory the Great (Forty Gospel



Homilies, Homily 9, on the Talents) reads the talents as every gift God entrusts, not money alone.
Extending his principle: what is entrusted includes intelligence, skills, time, education, opportunity,
family, and faith; each disciple has a portfolio specific to his or her life, and each will give an account of
what was done with it. The diversity of amounts (five, two, one) is part of the teaching: the master’s
assessment is proportional to what was given. The question is not whether you are the five-talent or the
one-talent servant, but whether you have invested what you have.

Lazarus and the Rich Man: the eternal weight of how we treat the poor

Luke 16:19-31 is the only parable in which Jesus gives a character a name. Lazarus, the beggar at the rich
man’s gate, is named; the rich man is not. In life the rich man is anonymous to anyone outside his circle
and the beggar is anonymous to him; in death the situation reverses, and Lazarus is in the bosom of
Abraham, named and known, while the rich man is in torment and unknown. The rich man’s sin is not
active cruelty; he never abuses Lazarus. His sin is that he stepped over Lazarus every day at his own gate
without seeing him. The neglect was the sin. This parable is addressed to anyone who has more than
they need while another, in their own line of sight, has less. The eternal stakes are unmistakable.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These are the deep roots of Session 7’s parables. The Proverbs text is opened with the group in the
Unrighteous Steward discussion; the rest are developed here.

PSALM 49:16-20 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Be not afraid when one becomes rich ... For when he dies he will carry nothing away; his glory will not
go down after him ... Man cannot abide in his pomp, he is like the beasts that perish.”

Psalm 49 is the wisdom background of the Rich Fool: wealth does not extend the life or accompany the
soul beyond the grave. The Rich Fool dramatizes what the Psalm declares.

PROVERBS 19:17 (RSV2CE)

“He who is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, and he will repay him for his deed.”

Proverbs 19:17 is the structural logic behind both Lazarus and the Rich Man and the sheep and goats of
Matthew 25. Mercy to the poor is treated by God as an investment with him personally; neglect of the
poor is a debt the soul will face.

DEUTERONOMY 15:7-8 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“If there is among you a poor man, one of your brethren ... you shall not harden your heart or shut your
hand against your poor brother, but you shall open your hand to him, and lend him sufficient for his
need.”



Deuteronomy 15 establishes the foundational obligation: generosity to the poor is not optional charity
but a covenantal duty rooted in God’s prior generosity to Israel. The rich man at his gate violates this
covenant in its most basic form.

ISAIAH 58:6-7 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness ... Is it not to share your bread with
the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him?”

Isaiah 58 is one of the clearest Old Testament statements that worship without justice for the poor is
unacceptable to God. It is the prophetic background for everything Jesus says about wealth and the poor.

SIRACH 29:10-12 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Lose your silver for the sake of a brother or a friend ... Lay up your treasure according to the
commandments of the Most High, and it will profit you more than gold. Store up almsgiving in your
treasury, and it will rescue you from all affliction.”

Sirach 29 articulates the theology behind the Unrighteous Steward and Lazarus: almsgiving is not
charity added to the spiritual life; it is itself an act of the spiritual life that stores treasure where rust
cannot reach. Jesus draws on a coherent Jewish tradition when he tells these parables.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Basil the Great (c. 330-379)

St. Basil’s homilies I Will Tear Down My Barns and To the Rich are the tradition’s most sustained
engagement with the Rich Fool. God entrusts wealth to the rich for the relief of the poor; goods retained
beyond genuine need are not the rich man’s property but the poor man’s. This is not communism in any
modern sense: St. Basil affirms private property and personal responsibility, but he insists that
ownership is stewardship, not absolute possession, and that the soul that hoards is not safe but in moral
peril.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom returns to Lazarus and the Rich Man across his preaching, most powerfully in his
series On Wealth and Poverty (seven homilies on Lazarus): the rich man’s sin was not active cruelty but
the failure to see the poor man at his own gate. On the Talents (Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 78) he
presses that the unfaithful servant’s sin is not theft but inaction; many Christians fail not by sin in the
obvious sense but by neglecting to put their gifts to use.

St. Gregory the Great (540-604)

St. Gregory’s Forty Gospel Homilies (Homily 9, on the Talents) reads the talents as every gift God
entrusts, not money alone. Extending his principle, the gifts entrusted include intelligence, time,
education, position, opportunity, and faith, as well as money; each disciple has a particular portfolio,



and each gives an account proportional to what was given. The servant with one talent is not
condemned for having only one but for failing to use it.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas treats the moral theology of property in Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 66. Drawing on the
patristic tradition (especially St. Ambrose and St. Basil), he teaches that private ownership is licit and
even necessary for ordered social life, but that ownership exists for the universal destination of goods:
goods a person possesses in superabundance are due, by natural law, to the succor of the poor (ST II-I1,
g. 66, a. 7); and in a case of manifest and urgent necessity, one who takes what is needed to sustain life
does not commit theft, because in such necessity all things are common. This is not a denial of property
rights but the framework within which they are rightly understood.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
CCC 2401

“The seventh commandment forbids unjustly taking or keeping the goods of one’s neighbor and
wronging him in any way with respect to his goods. It commands justice and charity in the care of
earthly goods and the fruits of men’s labor.”

CCC 2404

“In his use of things man should regard the external goods he legitimately owns not merely as exclusive
to himself but common to others also, in the sense that they can benefit others as well as himself. The
ownership of any property makes its holder a steward of Providence.”

CCC 2447

“The works of mercy are charitable actions by which we come to the aid of our neighbor in his spiritual
and bodily necessities. ... Among all these, giving alms to the poor is one of the chief witnesses to
fraternal charity: it is also a work of justice pleasing to God.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Surface the often-unconscious assumption that wealth secures the soul. The Rich Fool exposes it. 2.
Establish the Catholic teaching that ownership is stewardship, not absolute possession. 3. Press the Talents
into the specifics of each participant’s entrusted portfolio. 4. Let Lazarus and the Rich Man land with the
eternal weight Jesus gives it. Do not soften it. Time estimate (90 minutes)

Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min



The Rich Fool (read, discussion): 20 min

The Unrighteous Steward (read, Proverbs discovery, discussion): 15 min

The Talents (read, discussion): 20 min

Lazarus and the Rich Man (read, discussion): 15 min

Application and closing prayer: 10 min

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Father, all that we have comes from your hand. Tonight as we hear your Son’s parables about wealth
and stewardship, give us courage to hear what is hard. Help us to recognize that what you have
entrusted to us is for your purposes, not ours alone. Show us how to invest, not bury, what you have
given. Open our eyes to the Lazarus at our gate. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: did you do the concrete act for the wounded person you named last week? What did it teach
you?

READ ALOUD

Jesus told more parables about money and possessions than about prayer; he clearly thought this was a
topic the Christian life depends on. Tonight we hear four of them. They will not be comfortable. They
ask us to look honestly at our relationship to what we have, and to those who have less. The aim is not
guilt; it is conversion.

PART ONE - THE RICH FOOL (LUKE 12:13-21)

Have someone read Luke 12:13-21 aloud.
LUKE 12:18-21 (RSV2CE)

“And he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns, and build larger ones ... And I will say to my soul,
Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, be merry.’ But God said to
him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and the things you have prepared, whose will they



be?’ So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God.”

READ ALOUD

St. Basil the Great preached on this parable in fourth-century Cappadocia, and his teaching is
uncomfortable and inescapable. The bread you keep and do not need belongs to the hungry; the cloak in
your closet you do not wear belongs to the naked; the shoes molding in your possession belong to the
barefoot; the silver buried in the earth belongs to the destitute. He is not making a modern political
point about ownership; he is making a theological one. Goods that exceed our need and that we have not
directed toward those who lack are, in the moral order, not ours. We have been entrusted with them.

Q1. [TEXT] The rich man’s plans are not, on their face, evil; he stores his crops and plans for the future.
Look carefully at his speech in verses 17-19. What is the precise problem with what he says?

Leader note: He addresses his soul as if it were secured by the abundance in his barns. He calls the goods “my grain” and
“my goods,” plans many years ahead on the strength of his possessions, and treats wealth as the foundation of the soul’s
safety. God’s response cuts through every assumption: the wealth is not ultimately his, and the years are not his to plan.
God is the true owner; the man holds his goods as a steward who will give an account (cf. CCC 2404). His ownership is real
but not absolute.

Q2. [TRADITION] St. Basil teaches that what we have beyond our genuine need belongs, in moral fact, to
those who lack what they need. How does this fit alongside the Catholic affirmation of private property
and personal responsibility?

Leader note: Catholic teaching affirms private property as a real good, and also the universal destination of goods (CCC
2401-2402): created goods are intended by God for the benefit of all, and ownership is a stewardship under that intention.
St. Basil is not denying property; he is locating it within its theological purpose. Personal responsibility includes using what
God has entrusted in a way that serves his purposes for those goods.

Q3. [LIFE] Be honest: in what specific ways have you treated something you possess as if it were
ultimately yours rather than entrusted? It might be money, time, energy, or talent. The question is the
rich fool’s.

Leader note: The convicting question. Press for honesty. The point is not to extract a list of failures but to surface the
underlying disposition. Most participants have areas where stewardship has slid into ownership. Recognition is the first
conversion.

PART TWO - THE UNRIGHTEOUS STEWARD (LUKE 16:1-13)

Have someone read Luke 16:1-13 aloud. This is one of the more puzzling parables Jesus tells.
LUKE 16:8-9, 13 (RSV2CE)

“The master commended the dishonest steward for his shrewdness; for the sons of this world are wiser
in their own generation than the sons of light. And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of
unrighteous mammon, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal habitations ... You
cannot serve God and mammon.”




Now have someone read Proverbs 19:17 aloud.
PROVERBS 19:17 (RSV2CE)

“He who is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, and he will repay him for his deed.”

Q4. [TEXT] Jesus is plainly not commending the steward’s dishonesty. Read Proverbs 19:17 beside the
parable. In its light, what is Jesus commending, and what does “making friends by means of mammon”
actually mean?

Leader note: He commends the steward’s urgency and his recognition that his position is temporary: the steward used
what was about to be taken from him to make friendships that would outlast his job. Proverbs 19:17 supplies the
mechanism: kindness to the poor is a loan to the Lord himself, who repays. So “making friends by means of mammon”
means using temporary wealth now, for the poor, the Church, and the works of mercy, to secure what survives death. Let
the group connect the two texts before you summarize.

Q5. [TRADITION] Jesus closes with one of the most uncompromising lines in the Gospels: “You cannot
serve God and mammon.” Why frame the choice as binary? What does that imply about the way money
operates in a soul?

Leader note: Money is not neutral; it functions as a rival lord. A person who treats money as the foundation of safety has,
structurally, the same posture toward money that a worshiper has toward God, and the two cannot occupy the same place
in the soul. Jesus is not saying you cannot have money; he is saying you cannot serve it as if it were God. The disciple has to

decide which one will be Lord.

PART THREE - THE TALENTS (MATTHEW 25:14-30)

Have someone read Matthew 25:14-30 aloud.
MATTHEW 25:24-26 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“He also who had received the one talent came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew you to be a hard man ...
so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.” But his
master answered him, ‘You wicked and slothful servant!"”

READ ALOUD

St. Gregory the Great preached on the Talents in his Forty Gospel Homilies (Homily 9), teaching that the
talents are every gift God has entrusted, not just money. Extending his insight: intelligence, time,
opportunity, education, position, faith, family, health, even suffering. Each of us has been entrusted with
a portfolio specific to our life. The question is not whether you are the five-talent or the one-talent
servant. The question is whether you have invested what you have.

Q6. [TEXT] Look at the unfaithful servant’s defense: he calls the master a hard man and says he was
afraid. What does fear do to stewardship? Why is the buried talent worse than a risky investment that
lost half its value?

Leader note: Fear paralyzes; the buried talent produced nothing, while a risky investment would at least have shown
movement and trust. The rebuke (“wicked and slothful servant”) is striking because the servant did not steal or squander;



he just hid. Inaction with what God has given is itself a moral failure. And fear is no defense, because the master is not
actually who the servant said he was; his true character is shown in his generosity to the faithful servants.

Q7. [LIFE] What specific gift has God entrusted to you that you have been burying out of fear? A gift of
speech, of presence, of resource, of leadership, of skill, of faith. What would it look like this week to take
a small step toward investing it rather than hiding it?

Leader note: Press for specificity. Every participant has at least one buried talent. Common ones in young-adult groups: a
gift of teaching not offered, a willingness to lead a study that has been postponed, a generosity delayed until “when I have
more,” a friendship gift kept private. The first investment is small; the first step matters more than the eventual size.

PART FOUR - LAZARUS AND THE RICH MAN (LUKE 16:19-31)

Have someone read Luke 16:19-31 aloud.
LUKE 16:19-23 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every
day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, full of sores ... The poor man died and was carried
by the angels to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried; and in Hades, being in
torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus in his bosom.”

READ ALOUD

Notice that Lazarus is named and the rich man is not; this is the only parable in which Jesus gives a
character a name. In life the rich man is anonymous to anyone outside his circle, and the beggar is
anonymous to him. In death the situation reverses. St. John Chrysostom’s point is sharp: the rich man’s
sin is not active cruelty. He never beats Lazarus. His sin is that he stepped over Lazarus every day at his
own gate without seeing him.

Q8. [TEXT] The rich man and Lazarus are physically close in life; Lazarus is at the gate. Why does the
proximity in life make no difference, and what does that proximity become in eternity?

Leader note: Proximity without recognition is moral failure. The rich man saw Lazarus daily and never closed the small
distance, and in eternity that distance becomes an unbridgeable chasm (Lk 16:26). The gap we tolerate in life becomes the
gap we cannot cross in death. The geography reverses: Lazarus, kept outside the gate in life, is now inside Abraham’s
embrace; the rich man, inside his comfortable house, is now outside the realm of comfort.

Q9. [LIFE] Who is Lazarus at your gate right now? Not in the abstract. Specifically. Who is the person
whose hardship is in your line of sight whom you have learned not to see?

Leader note: Press for specifics. Lazarus is not a category; Lazarus is a person: a homeless man on a regular route, an
aging neighbor, a coworker going through a divorce, a classmate whose family is collapsing, a grandparent whose
loneliness has been ignored. The parable converts when the person is named.

Q10. [TRADITION] What does it mean that this is the only parable in which Jesus names a character?
What is he doing by naming the beggar and not the rich man?

Leader note: He reverses the world’s evaluation. In life the rich man is famous and the beggar anonymous; in Jesus’
telling the beggar has a name and the rich man does not. Heaven sees what earth misses. God knows by name the ones the



world overlooks, while the rich man’s anonymity reflects his culpable neglect, not his wealth as such. It is a quiet
revolution in how God values, not a claim that poverty alone saves or wealth alone condemns.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Three concrete practices this week. First, identify one specific item or amount you currently treat as
yours but could direct toward someone in need, and direct it. Do not wait. Second, take the buried talent
you named in question seven and make one investment with it this week, however small. Third, name
the Lazarus at your gate and do one thing this week to recognize him by name: bring him a meal, sit
with him, send him support. The parables will be doing their work in you for the rest of your life; this
week, begin.

Scripture Memory
LUKE 16:13 (RSV2CE)

“No servant can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be
devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.”

Closing Prayer

“Father, you have entrusted us with goods, gifts, time, and opportunities that are not finally ours.
Forgive us for the times we have called ‘mine’ what was always yours, and the times we have stepped
over Lazarus at our gate without seeing him. Give us courage to invest, not bury, what you have placed
in our hands. Make us, this week, faithful stewards of what you have entrusted, and merciful neighbors
to those you have placed in our path. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Read Matthew 25:31-46 alongside tonight’s parables. The sheep and goats sets the same
teaching at the eschatological level. How does it confirm and intensify what you have heard?

Leader note: Matthew 25 makes explicit what the parables imply: the way the disciple treats the poor, hungry, stranger,
sick, and imprisoned is the way the disciple treats Christ himself. The Lazarus at your gate is, in moral and spiritual reality,
Jesus at your gate, and the eschatological consequence is the same as in Luke 16.

QGD2. [TRADITION] CCC 2447 calls almsgiving “a work of justice pleasing to God,” not only charity. Why
does the Church frame almsgiving as justice, and what changes when we hear it that way?

Leader note: Justice is what is owed; charity is given beyond what is owed. Drawing on St. Basil and the universal
destination of goods, the tradition teaches that the relief of those in need is, in part, a matter of justice, not purely optional
generosity. This is not communism; it is the recognition that goods exist within God’s providence for the good of all.
Hearing almsgiving as justice corrects the temptation to treat all giving as elective.
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QGD3. [LIFE] If you are a young adult beginning to earn an income, this is the season in which lifelong
patterns of generosity are formed or not formed. What disciplines would you want to put in place now,
while it is still relatively easy, that will be much harder later?

Leader note: Concrete suggestions: a percentage commitment to the parish (CCC 2043 names contribution to the needs of
the Church among the precepts), a regular almsgiving practice, an automatic transfer that happens before lifestyle
expands, a rule of life that fixes generosity as the first call on income rather than the last. The point is the discipline of
generosity, not a particular percentage.

QGD4. [TRADITION] CCC 2404 calls every property owner “a steward of Providence.” What changes
about your relationship to your possessions to think of yourself as a steward rather than an owner?

Leader note: Stewardship implies accountability: a steward will give an account and holds property under another’s
authority and direction, whereas an owner can do as he pleases. The tradition refuses the language of absolute ownership
and locates all human possession within God’s prior ownership. This frame is not less serious than secular ownership but
more, because the steward’s use will be evaluated.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Luke 12:13-21 | Luke 16:1-13 | Matthew 25:14-30 (with Luke 19:11-27) | Luke 16:19-31

0ld Testament background: Psalm 49 | Proverbs 19:17 | Deuteronomy 15:7-11 | Isaiah 58:6-7 | Sirach 29:8-13
New Testament support: Matthew 6:19-21 | Matthew 25:31-46 | 1Timothy 6:6-10,17-19 | James 5:1-6
Catechism: CCC 2401, 2402, 2404, 2447

Sources cited: St. Basil the Great, I Will Tear Down My Barns and To the Rich | St. John Chrysostom, On
Wealth and Poverty and Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 78 | St. Gregory the Great, Forty Gospel Homilies,
Homily 9 | St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I1-1], q. 66.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION EIGHT -

Persistent Prayer

The Friend at Midnight - The Persistent Widow

“Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.”
Luke 11:9 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session takes up the question every serious Christian eventually asks: why does God seem to delay?
Two short parables in Luke address it directly. The Friend at Midnight (Lk 11:5-13) follows immediately
on Jesus’ teaching of the Lord’s Prayer. The Persistent Widow (Lk 18:1-8) is introduced by Luke with an
unusual editorial note: Jesus told them this parable “to the effect that they ought always to pray and not
lose heart” (Lk 18:1). Both teach the same lesson by an a fortiori argument: if a reluctant friend will
eventually rise to help, and if an unjust judge will eventually grant justice, how much more will the
Father, who is neither reluctant nor unjust, hear his children?

The pastoral aim is to address one of the most spiritually corrosive experiences in the life of faith: the
experience of unanswered prayer. The parables do not promise that every petition will be granted in the
form requested. They do promise that persistent prayer is heard, that delay is not denial, and that the
Father’s eventual response will exceed what we are currently asking.

Audience note: participants will often be carrying real petitions that have not been answered,
sometimes for years: a parent’s illness, a sibling’s addiction, a vocational uncertainty, a longing for a
relationship, the slow conversion of a loved one. Do not minimize these. Hold them with reverence. The
parables of this session are aimed precisely at that experience.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

The Friend at Midnight: holy boldness



Luke 11:5-13 follows directly on the Lord’s Prayer (Lk 11:1-4). A traveler arrives at midnight; the host has
nothing to set before him and goes to a neighbor, pounding on the door for three loaves. The neighbor
objects that the door is shut and the household asleep, yet Jesus says that “because of his importunity he
will rise and give him whatever he needs” (Lk 11:8). The Greek word for “importunity,” anaideia, carries
the sense of shamelessness, boldness, or persistence. Some modern scholarship reads it as the
householder’s concern for honor (he must rise to avoid the shame of being a poor neighbor), but the
older and more common reading takes it as the petitioner’s shameless persistence. Either way the
teaching is the same: the petitioner does not stop, and does not let the closed door be the final answer.

Jesus immediately interprets the parable: “Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock,
and it will be opened to you” (Lk 11:9). The three verbs are present tense in Greek, indicating ongoing
action: keep asking, keep seeking, keep knocking. Then the a fortiori logic climbs. If a sleeping neighbor
will rise, and an earthly father will give good gifts, “how much more will the heavenly Father give the
Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (Lk 11:13). Note the gift Jesus names: the Father’s ultimate answer to
persistent prayer is the Holy Spirit himself. The deepest answer to every petition is the gift of God’s own
indwelling life.

The Persistent Widow: justice that does not delay

Luke 18:1-8 sets the parable in a context of eschatological waiting (the previous chapter speaks of the
days of the Son of Man), teaching how disciples should live between the ascension and the return. The
widow is a classic biblical figure of vulnerability; Old Testament law repeatedly singles out widows,
orphans, and resident aliens for special protection (Ex 22:22; Dt 24:17; Is 1:17), precisely because they
have no natural protector. The judge admits he neither feared God nor regarded man (Lk 18:2) and
grants justice not from righteousness but from exhaustion: “lest she wear me out by her continual
coming” (Lk 18:5). The verb there (hypodpiaze, literally “give a black eye”) has a comic edge, as if the
judge fears the widow will physically batter him.

Jesus draws the a fortiori conclusion: if even an unjust judge will yield to persistence, will not God
vindicate his elect who cry to him day and night? “I tell you, he will vindicate them speedily.” But the
parable closes with a question that turns the teaching back on the disciples: “Nevertheless, when the
Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Lk 18:8). The question is not about God’s reliability but
about the disciples’ endurance. God will answer; the question is whether we will keep praying long
enough to receive.

St. Augustine to Proba: the work of prayer

St. Augustine’s long Letter 130 to the noble widow Proba (c. 412) is the most sustained patristic
treatment of why God invites persistent prayer when he already knows what we need. God does not
require it because he is reluctant or needs to be informed, but because the soul is enlarged by the
practice of asking. The act of prayer over time stretches the heart’s capacity to receive what God has
wanted to give all along; the deepening occurs in the petitioner, not in God. The apparent delay of
answered prayer is the working space in which God shapes the soul.

St. Teresa of Avila, writing more than a millennium later in The Way of Perfection and The Interior
Castle, makes the same point in the language of mystical theology: persistent prayer is the path along
which the soul is led into deeper rooms of communion with God. Continuing to pray through dryness
and trial, especially in the early mansions of that journey, is itself the work of God in the soul.



St. Thomas Aquinas on the structure of prayer

St. Thomas treats prayer in Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 83. Prayer does not change God, whose will is
eternal and unchanging; rather, God has ordained from eternity that certain gifts be given through our
prayers, so that prayer is a real cause, within his providence, of our receiving them, and in the asking
the petitioner is also ordered rightly toward God (ST II-IL, g. 83, a. 2). The persistent prayer of the Friend
at Midnight and the Widow is the soul aligning itself with God’s eternal intention. The delay is not God’s
reluctance; it is the time in which the soul is shaped to receive. The question is not whether God will
respond, but whether the petitioner will continue to pray long enough to be made ready for the
response.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These are the deep roots of Session 8. The group opens Genesis 18 together in the Friend at Midnight
discussion; the rest are developed here.

GENESIS 18:23-25, 32 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Then Abraham drew near, and said, ‘Wilt thou indeed destroy the righteous with the wicked? ... Shall
not the Judge of all the earth do right?’ ... Then he said, ‘Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak
again but this once. Suppose ten are found there.” He answered, ‘For the sake of ten I will not destroy it.”

Abraham'’s intercession for Sodom is the foundational Old Testament example of persistent prayer. He
returns again and again, each time pressing the question further, and God does not rebuke the
persistence but honors it. The Friend at Midnight and the Persistent Widow stand in this tradition.

EXODUS 22:22-23 (RSV2CE)

“You shall not afflict any widow or orphan. If you do afflict them, and they cry out to me, I will surely
hear their cry; and my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the sword.”

Old Testament law explicitly identifies God as the protector of widows. The Persistent Widow is not
random imagery but a deliberate echo of the Torah: the widow who cries out to the judge is the figure to
whom God has personally pledged to listen.

PSALM 13:1-2, 5-6 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“How long, O Lord? Wilt thou forget me for ever? ... How long must I bear pain in my soul ... But I have
trusted in thy steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in thy salvation.”

The lament psalms are the Old Testament'’s training ground for persistent prayer. Psalm 13 holds
together honest complaint at God’s apparent silence and confident hope in his eventual answer. The
Christian who lives between the opening question and the closing trust of this psalm is being formed in
exactly the prayer Jesus describes in Luke 18.

DANIEL 9:3, 19 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)



“Then I turned my face to the Lord God, seeking him by prayer and supplications with fasting and
sackcloth and ashes ... O Lord, hear; O Lord, forgive; O Lord, give heed and act; delay not, for thy own
sake, O my God.”

Daniel 9 is one of the most sustained prayers of intercession in the Old Testament, culminating in an
explicit petition for God not to delay, and it is heard with extraordinary speed (Dn 9:21-23). The pattern
is established: persistent prayer is honored, even when from the petitioner’s side the answer feels
delayed.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s Letter 130 to Proba is the most sustained patristic engagement with this session’s
question. God does not need our prayers to be informed; the soul needs the practice of prayer to be
enlarged, and prayer over time stretches the capacity of the heart to receive what God has wanted to give
all along. The delay is not on God’s side but on ours: persistent prayer is the work by which the soul is
made fit for the answer. In Letter 130 he teaches that God wills our desire to be exercised in prayer so
that the heart may be enlarged to receive what he prepares to give; his sermons on the Lord’s Prayer
(Sermons 56-59) expound the petitions themselves and show the same pastoral concern for rightly
ordered asking.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom’s preaching on prayer returns repeatedly to persistence: do not be discouraged by
what looks like delay. Prayer is the lifeline of the soul, and a soul that continues to pray when nothing
visible is happening is being knit more deeply to God. He is realistic about the experience of unanswered
prayer and does not promise quick results; he insists on the value of continuing to pray as itself a
primary good.

St. Teresa of Avila (1515-1582)

St. Teresa’s teaching in The Way of Perfection and The Interior Castle is the most influential Catholic
mystical theology of prayer in the modern era. Drawn from her own decades of struggle: persistent
prayer is not chiefly a technique for getting what we want but the path along which the soul is led into
deeper communion with God. In The Way of Perfection (ch. 21) she urges the soul to begin prayer with a
“very determined determination” never to abandon it, whatever comes; and in The Interior Castle she
teaches that perseverance through dryness and trial, especially in the early mansions, is the ordinary
path by which God leads the soul into deeper communion.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas’ treatment of prayer (Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 83) supplies the precise framework: prayer
does not change God, whose will is eternal and unchanging; rather, God has ordained from eternity that
certain gifts be given through our prayers, so that prayer is a real cause, within his providence, of our



receiving them, and in the asking the petitioner is also ordered rightly toward God (q. 83, a. 2). The delay
is not God’s reluctance but the time in which the soul is made ready. The Catechism’s treatment of the
experience of unanswered prayer (CCC 2737-2741) is deeply consonant with this teaching.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
cce 2737

“We are sometimes discouraged because we think our petitions seem not to be heard. ... If we ask with a
divided or wicked heart, with lukewarmness or culpable negligence, we cannot expect to be heard, for

Tt

God is not deceived by appearances and ‘searches the mind and heart.

CCC 2742

“e

Pray constantly ... always and for everything giving thanks in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God
the Father.’ ... It is always possible to pray. It is even a vital necessity. Prayer and Christian life are
inseparable, for they concern the same love and the same renunciation.”

CCC 2746

“When ‘his hour’ came, Jesus prayed to the Father. His prayer, the longest transmitted by the Gospel,
embraces the whole economy of creation and salvation, as well as his death and Resurrection.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Honor the real experience of unanswered prayer in the room. Do not minimize it. 2. Establish the a
fortiori logic of both parables: if even reluctant or unjust figures yield, how much more the Father.

3. Use St. Augustine and St. Thomas to relocate the question from God’s reluctance to the soul’s formation. 4.
Help participants identify a specific petition they have been carrying, and resolve to keep praying it. Time
estimate (90 minutes)

Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min

The Friend at Midnight (read, Genesis discovery, discussion): 32 min

The Persistent Widow (read, discussion): 28 min

Personal application and concrete commitment: 15 min



Closing prayer (extended, contemplative): 5 min

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Father, your Son prayed to you, and he taught us to pray. We come tonight as those who have prayed
for things and not yet seen the answer. Some of us are weary. Some of us have stopped asking. Tonight
teach us again how to ask, how to seek, and how to keep knocking. Stretch our hearts to receive what
you have wanted to give us all along. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: did anyone follow through on last week’s commitment to direct something or someone toward a
specific need? What did you notice?

READ ALOUD

Tonight Jesus addresses one of the most spiritually wearing experiences in the life of faith: praying for
something for a long time without seeing the answer. He gives us two short parables that work the same
way, by an a fortiori argument. If even a reluctant friend will eventually rise, and even an unjust judge
will eventually grant justice, how much more will the Father, who is neither reluctant nor unjust, hear
his children? The parables do not promise that every prayer is answered in the form we asked. They do
promise that persistent prayer is heard, that delay is not denial, and that the Father’s response is greater
than what we know to ask for.

PART ONE - THE FRIEND AT MIDNIGHT (LUKE 11:5-13)

Have someone read Luke 11:5-13 aloud.
LUKE 11:9-13 (RSV2CE)

“And I tell you, Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.
For every one who asks receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened ... If
you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly
Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”

READ ALOUD

One thing English hides: the verbs in verse 9, ask, seek, knock, are present-tense in Greek, indicating
ongoing action. A more literal rendering would be: keep asking, keep seeking, keep knocking. Jesus is
not describing one-time petitions but a pattern of life. Keep that in view as you look at what the Father
finally gives in verse 13.




Q1. [TEXT] The friend in the parable does not give in for the right reasons; he gets up because of the
persistence, not the friendship. Why does Jesus use this kind of imperfect example to teach about
prayer?

Leader note: It is an a fortiori argument: if even a reluctant friend eventually responds to persistence, how much more
will God, who is not reluctant. Jesus is not saying God is like the sleeping neighbor; he is saying God is unlike him. The

argument moves from the lesser to the greater: if the lesser is true (a sleepy friend yields), the greater is more certain (the
Father, neither sleepy nor unwilling, will give).

Now have someone read Genesis 18:23-32 aloud, Abraham pleading with God over Sodom.
GENESIS 18:23-25, 32 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Then Abraham drew near, and said, ‘Wilt thou indeed destroy the righteous with the wicked? ... Shall
not the Judge of all the earth do right?’ ... Then he said, ‘Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak
again but this once. Suppose ten are found there.” He answered, ‘For the sake of ten I will not destroy it.

(Tt}

Q2. [TRADITION] Watch what Abraham does: he keeps drawing near, keeps lowering the number, keeps
pressing, almost as if bargaining with God. How does God respond to that boldness, and how is Abraham
already doing what Jesus commends in the Friend at Midnight?

Leader note: Let the group notice that God never rebukes Abraham for the persistence; he honors it, answering each
time. Abraham is the Old Testament model of the shameless, bold asking (anaideia) that Jesus commends. Persistent
prayer is not irreverence; Scripture presents it as the posture of the friend of God. The one who keeps drawing near is doing
exactly what the man at midnight does at the door.

Q3. [TEXT] Look at verse 13. Jesus does not say the Father gives whatever we ask; he says the Father
gives the Holy Spirit to those who ask. What is Jesus quietly redirecting our prayers toward?

Leader note: The deepest gift God wants to give in answer to every petition is himself, his own indwelling life through the
Holy Spirit. This does not mean specific petitions go unanswered; it means that beneath every petition is the deeper
movement by which God draws us into his life. The disciple who prays for justice is heard by the God who is justice himself:
the one who asks for bread is answered by the Father who gives the Bread of life.

Q4. [TRADITION] St. Augustine, in his letter to the widow Proba, taught that God does not require
persistent prayer because he is reluctant or needs to be informed, but because the soul is enlarged by
the practice of asking. How does this change the way you understand praying for years without an
apparent answer?

Leader note: It relocates the question. The delay is not God’s reluctance but the working space in which the soul is
prepared to receive what God has always intended to give. Persistent prayer over years is not failure; it is formation. The
widow does not pray because the judge needs persuading; she prays because the praying is itself the work of becoming one
who can receive.

Q5. [LIFE] Name, even silently, one petition you have been carrying for a long time. Have you been
tempted to give up praying for it? What would it mean to receive St. Augustine’s teaching about it: that
the long carrying is itself part of how God is preparing you?

Leader note: Honor the silence. Many will be carrying long petitions: a parent’s health, a sibling’s addiction, a vocation, a
longing for relationship, the conversion of a loved one, healing from depression. The point is not to extract the petitions but
to name internally that the long prayer is not failure. St. Augustine does not promise the specific outcome; he promises
that the prayer is forming the soul to receive.



PART TWO - THE PERSISTENT WIDOW (LUKE 18:1-8)

Have someone read Luke 18:1-8 aloud. Notice that Luke gives us the meaning of the parable in verse 1 before Jesus
tells it.

LUKE 18:2-8 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“He said, ‘In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor regarded man; and there was a
widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, Vindicate me against my adversary. For a while
he refused; but afterward he said to himself ... because this widow bothers me, I will vindicate her, or
she will wear me out by her continual coming.” And the Lord said ... ‘will not God vindicate his elect, who
cry to him day and night? ... Nevertheless, when the Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?"”

READ ALOUD

The widow in the ancient world was the very figure of vulnerability, with no husband to advocate for
her and often without the protection, resources, and advocates available to intact households, and the
0ld Testament law repeatedly insists that God himself is her protector: “if you afflict them and they cry
out to me, I will surely hear their cry” (Exodus 22:23). The judge, by his own admission, does not fear
God and grants justice only to be rid of her. Hold that contrast as you read the closing verse.

Q6. [TEXT] The judge’s motives are explicitly bad: he does not fear God or care about people. Why does
Jesus use this judge as the comparison? What is the rhetorical effect of choosing the worst possible
example?

Leader note: It pushes the a fortiori argument to its maximum. If even the worst possible authority will eventually grant
justice to a persistent petitioner, then God, the perfectly just judge, will certainly grant it. Jesus reasons from the absolute
floor: if persistence works on the worst, how much more on the best.

Q7. [TEXT] Jesus closes with an unexpected question: when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on
earth? After a whole teaching about prayer, what is he turning the focus toward at the very end?

Leader note: Toward the disciples’ endurance. The teaching is not finally about God’s willingness to answer, which is
established; it is about whether the Christian community will keep praying long enough to receive. The question is
haunting precisely because it is left open: many petitions require decades of prayer, and the question is whether the
disciple will still be praying when the answer comes.

Q8. [TRADITION] St. Teresa of Avila taught that persistent prayer is not chiefly a technique for getting
what we want but the path along which the soul is led into deeper communion with God. How does that
change what we are even asking for when we pray persistently?

Leader note: It widens the asking. We may begin praying for a particular outcome; over time the prayer itself becomes
the place of meeting God. The outcome may or may not come in the form we asked, but faithful perseverance in prayer
disposes the soul, by God’s grace, to deepening communion with the God we have been speaking to, even in seasons when
nothing is felt. St. Teresa is not saying to stop asking for specific things; she is saying the asking is itself part of the gift.

Q9. [LIFE] Have you ever stopped praying for something because the silence felt unbearable? Without
judgment, what would it mean to take that petition back up this week, knowing that the praying itself is
part of the answer?



Leader note: Many have quietly abandoned prayers without naming it. Take the silence with reverence. The invitation is
not guilt over the abandonment but a beginning again. St. Augustine’s teaching consoles here: the previous prayer was not
lost, and the soul being formed is still the soul God is forming. Resuming the prayer is itself a real act of faith.

Q10. [TRADITION] The Catechism (CCC 2742) teaches that prayer is a vital necessity, that it is always
possible to pray, and that prayer and Christian life are inseparable. Why might the Church place
persistence in prayer at that level of seriousness?

Leader note: Because prayer is not an addition to the Christian life but its breath. To stop praying is, in the Catholic
understanding, to begin to suffocate spiritually. The disciple who continues to pray when answers seem absent keeps alive
the relationship that everything else depends on. Persistence is not heroic; it is necessary.

Q11. [LIFE] What one specific habit of persistent prayer could you commit to over the next three
months? Not for life, not even a year, just three months. Which long-carried petition would you keep
before the Father every day for ninety days, simply because Jesus told you to keep asking?

Leader note: Concrete, bounded commitments are easier to keep than vague ones. Three months is long enough to feel
the weight of perseverance and short enough to be tractable. Suggest a daily Rosary intention, a daily morning prayer, a
brief written log of the petition, or a fixed time of intercession. The point is to begin the practice the parable describes.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Two practices this week. First, take the long petition you named in question five and write it down.
Place it somewhere you will see it daily, and pray it deliberately every morning for ninety days in any
form: the Our Father with that intention, a Rosary, a single sentence offered. Second, before you pray
each morning, repeat the Scripture memory below as the orientation of your prayer. Persistent prayer is
not first about results; it is about keeping the line open, entrusting the petition to the Father and
remaining ready to receive his answer, in his wisdom and in his time.

Scripture Memory
LUKE 18:1 (RSV2CE)

“And he told them a parable, to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart.”

Closing Prayer

“Father, we have come to you tonight carrying long petitions, some so familiar we no longer notice we
are carrying them. Forgive us for the times we have stopped asking, and for the times we have measured
your love by the speed of your response rather than by the cross of your Son. Tonight, give us again the
spirit of the friend at midnight and the widow at the gate. Make us shameless in our asking, persistent
in our knocking, and open in our hearts to receive whatever you give. We ask this through Christ our
Lord, who taught us to pray and who prayed in his agony, ‘Not my will, but yours, be done.” Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)




Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Read Luke 11:1-13 as a single unit: Jesus teaches the Lord’s Prayer, then tells the Friend at
Midnight, then promises the Holy Spirit. How do these three illuminate one another?

Leader note: The Lord’s Prayer gives the form of Christian prayer; the Friend at Midnight gives the disposition (persistent
boldness); the promise of the Holy Spirit names the deepest gift. Jesus teaches prayer in a complete arc: right form, right
disposition, right ultimate hope. The Catechism’s treatment of the Our Father (CCC 2759-2865) draws on this whole
passage.

QGD2. [TRADITION] St. Thomas Aquinas teaches that prayer does not change God; it changes the
petitioner. Some find this discouraging. How is it actually consoling?

Leader note: It removes the burden of having to convince God of anything. God already knows, already loves, and already
wills the deepest good of the petitioner. Prayer is not an attempt to break through divine reluctance; it is the divinely
appointed means by which God gives what he has always intended to give through our asking. The petitioner’s task is not
to persuade God but to ask, and in the asking to be made ready to receive.

QGD3. [LIFE] What is the difference between persistent prayer and what Jesus elsewhere warns against,
“heaping up empty phrases” (Mt 6:7), traditionally called “vain repetition”? How can we tell them apart
in our own prayer?

Leader note: Vain repetition is babbling words to manipulate God or to feel religiously productive; persistent prayer is
honest, conscious, sustained communion around a particular concern. The first treats prayer as a technique, the second as
a relationship. The Rosary prayed attentively is persistent prayer; the Rosary rattled off without attention can become vain
repetition. The diagnostic is not the words but the heart’s engagement.

QGD4. [TRADITION] St. Paul writes that the Holy Spirit himself prays in us “with sighs too deep for
words” (Rom 8:26-27). How does this relate to these parables, especially when we are too tired or
wounded to know what to ask?

Leader note: It is among the most consoling passages in Scripture for wordless or exhausted prayer. Even when the
disciple cannot pray well, even when she does not know what to pray for, the Holy Spirit prays within her, presenting to the
Father what she cannot articulate. Persistent prayer in its most exhausted form, barely a breath of “help,” is heard because
the Spirit himself is praying.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Luke 11:5-13 | Luke 18:1-8
0ld Testament background: Genesis 18:23-32 | Exodus 22:22-23 | Psalm 13 | Psalm 86 | Daniel 9

New Testament support: Matthew 6:5-15 | Romans 8:26-27 | Ephesians 6:18 | 1 Thessalonians 5:17 |
Philippians 4:6-7

Catechism: CCC 2737, 2742, 2746, 2759-2865 (the Our Father)

Sources cited: St. Augustine, Letter 130 to Proba and Sermons 56-59 | St. John Chrysostom, on prayer | St.
Teresa of Avila, The Way of Perfection and The Interior Castle | St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I1-11,
q. 83.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION NINE -

Christ and His Church

The Good Shepherd * The Sheepfold * The True Vine * The Bridegroom and the Bride

“I am the vine, you are the branches. ... Apart from me you can do nothing.”
John 15:5 (RSV2CE)
LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This session moves into ecclesiology and Christology together. The images of John 10 and John 15,
together with the Bridegroom imagery gathered across the Gospels, are not loose moral teachings. They
are Jesus’ own deepest claims about who he is and what the Church is. The Shepherd and Bridegroom
identify him with images Israel’s prophets used for God himself; the True Vine identifies him as the
faithful Israel the nation failed to be, the one source of his disciples’ life. Each places the disciple inside a
community whose life depends on staying connected to him.

A note on genre: strictly speaking these are not narrative parables like the Sower or the Prodigal Son.
The Good Shepherd, the Sheepfold, and the True Vine are Jesus’ great “I am” self-revelations in John’s
Gospel; John himself calls the shepherd discourse a paroimia (a figure of speech, Jn 10:6). The
Bridegroom is an image Jesus applies to himself (Mk 2:19-20) and Paul develops for Christ and the
Church (Eph 5). They belong in a study of the parables because they are the same kind of teaching, an
image that reveals, raised to its highest pitch, and because they disclose who the Shepherd and the Vine
of all the other parables actually is.

Audience note: participants often have a thin or reduced ecclesiology. The Church is, in their
experience, a building they go to, an institution with rules, sometimes a community they have been hurt
by. These images insist on something more: the Church is the body and bride of Christ, the place where
his life flows into his disciples through the sacraments. Treat the move from ethics to ecclesiology with
patience; for many this is new territory.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW




The Good Shepherd: Jesus claims what Ezekiel said only God could do

John 10:1-18 must be read against Ezekiel 34. There God indicts the kings, priests, and prophets of Israel
for being shepherds who feed themselves rather than the flock, and then makes a promise unique in the
0Old Testament: “I, I myself will search for my sheep ... I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep” (Ez
34:11, 15). God himself will become the Shepherd the human shepherds failed to be. When Jesus stands in
the Temple during the feast of Dedication and declares “I am the good shepherd” (Jn 10:11), he is not
borrowing a pastoral image; he is claiming the identity Ezekiel says God himself will take up, while also
fulfilling Ezekiel’s parallel promise of “my servant David” as shepherd (Ez 34:23): both promises
converge in Christ, true God and Son of David. His audience understands exactly what he is claiming: a
few verses later they pick up stones to kill him for blasphemy, because “he, being a man,” makes himself
God (Jn 10:33). Jesus does not correct them; he doubles down, “I and the Father are one” (Jn 10:30).

Two elements carry weight. First, the Shepherd “lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11, repeated in
10:15, 17, 18). In the ordinary world the sheep die for the shepherd, not the reverse; Jesus names his
coming passion as the defining act of his shepherding. The cross is not an interruption of the
shepherding; it is the shepherding itself at its decisive moment. Second, the Shepherd knows his sheep
by name (Jn 10:3, 14, 27). The relationship is personal, particular, and mutual, and the Catholic theology
of vocation, the personal call of Christ to each disciple, is grounded here.

The Sheepfold and the door: the singularity of Christ

Within the same chapter (Jn 10:1-9) Jesus uses the related image of the sheepfold: he himself is the door
of the sheep (Jn 10:7, 9), and anyone who enters by another way is a thief and a robber. The image is
intentionally exclusive: there is one door, and the door is Christ. The Church'’s teaching that there is no
salvation apart from Christ (cf. Acts 4:12) is grounded in passages like this. The exclusivity is not
ecclesiastical narrowness but Christological clarity: Christ is not one door among many; he is the door.

The True Vine: abiding and the Eucharist

John 15:1-17 belongs to the discourse Jesus gives at the Last Supper, after the institution of the Eucharist
(Jn 13-17 forms the single Farewell Discourse). “I am the true vine” (Jn 15:1) takes up the Old Testament
image of Israel as God’s vineyard (Is 5:1-7; Ps 80:8-16; Jer 2:21) and claims it for himself: he is the true
Israel, the vine planted by God, and the branches are the disciples, who apart from him can do nothing
(Jn 15:5). St. Cyril of Alexandria’s Commentary on the Gospel of John develops a strongly Eucharistic
reading: the branches abide in the vine by sharing the vine’s own life (the same sap, in this guide’s
image), and for St. Cyril this abiding is corporeal as well as spiritual, mediated through the Eucharist by
which the disciple receives Christ’s own life. The tradition holds this Eucharistic reading alongside a
broader account of abiding synthesized from St. Thomas Aquinas, who treats John 15 directly in his
Commentary on the Gospel of John (ch. 15): the indwelling of grace through every means God uses to
keep the Christian united to Christ (Word, sacrament, prayer, the moral life). Both stand; the
Eucharistic dimension is central but not exclusive.

The pruning of John 15:2 is crucial: even the fruitful branches are pruned, that they may bear more
fruit. Pruning is the painful but loving work by which God removes what is wasting the disciple’s energy
on growth that does not bear the fruit he wants. The disciple’s sufferings, received in faith, are often this
pruning. It is not punishment; it is love at work.



St. Augustine and the Donatists: the unity of the body

St. Augustine’s preaching on John, especially Tractates on the Gospel of John 45-47, takes up the Good
Shepherd discourse in the context of his long argument against the Donatist schism. The Donatists had
separated from the Catholic Church over the validity of sacraments performed by clergy who had
compromised under persecution. St. Augustine’s teaching, drawing on the parable: there is one flock and
one Shepherd, and schism, the deliberate breaking of the Church’s unity, wounds the Body of Christ. The
unity of the Church is not an organizational matter; it is a consequence of the unity of Christ himself (cf.
CCC 1396, the Eucharist as source and sign of unity).

The Bridegroom: Christ and his Church

The image of Christ as Bridegroom and the Church as Bride runs throughout the New Testament: Mark
2:18-20 (Jesus identifies himself as the Bridegroom, and the disciples cannot fast while he is with them),
the Ten Bridesmaids (Mt 25:1-13, treated in Session 10), and Ephesians 5:25-32 (Paul reads the Genesis 2
“one flesh” as a great mystery referring to Christ and the Church). The prophets repeatedly describe
Israel as God’s bride (Hos 2:16-20; Is 54:5; Is 62:5; Jer 2:2). When Jesus identifies himself as the
Bridegroom, he takes up the divine role and claims the Church as the New Israel (cf. Rom 11:29).

St. Bernard of Clairvaux’s Sermons on the Song of Songs (eighty-six sermons, unfinished at his death) is
the most influential Catholic mystical reading of the bridal imagery. St. Bernard reads the Song as
describing the soul’s union with Christ, with the Church as the larger Bride within whom each soul is a
particular bride. The union is at once corporate (the whole Church is the Bride) and personal (each soul
is invited into a personal love-union with the Bridegroom). Both dimensions matter; either without the
other distorts the teaching.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These are the deep roots of Session 9. The group opens Ezekiel 34 together in the Good Shepherd
discussion; the rest are developed here.

EZEKIEL 34:11-12, 15-16 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“For thus says the Lord God: Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out ... I
myself will be the shepherd of my sheep ... I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I
will bind up the crippled, and I will strengthen the weak.”

The most important Old Testament passage for understanding Jesus’ self-identification as the Good
Shepherd. God promises that he himself will be the Shepherd; when Jesus claims the title in John 10, he
claims the divine shepherding God promised for himself, and fulfills the Davidic promise as well (Ez
34:23).

PSALM 23:1-4 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want ... he restores my soul ... Even though I walk through the
valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort
me.”



Psalm 23 is the prayer of the sheep who belong to the Shepherd. Read alongside John 10, it becomes the
prayer of the disciple who belongs to Christ. The valley of the shadow of death is the territory through
which the Good Shepherd passed for his sheep and through which he leads them home.

ISAIAH 5:1-2, 7 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Let me sing for my beloved a love song concerning his vineyard ... he looked for it to yield grapes, but it
yielded wild grapes ... For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel.”

Isaiah’s Song of the Vineyard is the foundational image of Israel as God’s vineyard. When Jesus says “I
am the true vine” (Jn 15:1), he claims to be the faithful Israel the historical nation failed to be, and the
Church, grafted into him, shares in Israel’s vocation brought to fulfillment: not by God revoking his gifts
and call to the Jewish people, which are irrevocable (Rom 11:29; CCC 839-840), but by the wild branches
being grafted into Israel’s own olive tree (Rom 11:17-24).

HOSEA 2:19-20 (RSV2CE)

“And I will betroth you to me for ever; I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice, in
steadfast love, and in mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord.”

Hosea’s image of God betrothing Israel is the foundation of New Testament bridal theology. The
Bridegroom imagery in the Gospels and Ephesians 5 takes up this promise and identifies its fulfillment
in Christ and the Church.

ISAIAH 62:5 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you.”

Isaiah 62 explicitly applies the bridegroom-bride image to God’s love for his people. When the New
Testament identifies Christ as Bridegroom, it locates him in the divine role Isaiah described.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s engagement with the Good Shepherd comes through his Tractates on the Gospel of John
(notably 45-47, on Jn 10), preached during his long effort against the Donatist schism: there is one flock
and one Shepherd, and the unity of the Church is a consequence of the unity of Christ himself. To break
communion with the Catholic Church is, theologically, to wound the body of the Good Shepherd. On the
Vine, his preaching (Tractates 80-82) emphasizes that no branch bears fruit of itself; the Christian who
tries to live apart from the constant reception of grace through prayer, sacrament, and Scripture is a
branch disconnected from the vine, and the absence of fruit is the diagnosis.



St. Cyril of Alexandria (c. 376-444)

St. Cyril’s Commentary on the Gospel of John, especially Book 4 (on Jn 6:53-56) and Book 10 (on Jn 15:1),
develops the Eucharistic reading of “abiding in the vine”: the branches abide through the same life, the
same sap, which he identifies with Christ’s own life received sacramentally. The disciple’s union with
Christ is not metaphor but real participation, mediated supremely through the Eucharist. This
Eucharistic reading is one important strand within the tradition, not the only legitimate reading, but
theologically central.

St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153)

St. Bernard’s Sermons on the Song of Songs is the most influential Catholic mystical reading of the bridal
imagery. He reads the Song as describing the soul’s personal union with Christ, with the Church as the
larger Bride within whom each soul is loved as a particular bride. Christ is Bridegroom of the whole
Church and, in a personal way, of each soul; the personal love does not bypass the Church but is received
within her.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas’ theology of the Mystical Body in Summa Theologiae I1I, q. 8 (on the headship of Christ over
the Church) supplies the systematic framework: Christ is the Head of the Body that is the Church, and
the disciples are members; abiding in him is the constant reception of grace from the Head into the
members. The Eucharistic dimension is central (qq. 73-83 on the Eucharist), and in his Commentary on
the Gospel of John (ch. 15) he treats abiding directly; the description of abiding through Word,
sacrament, prayer, and the moral life lived in charity is a faithful synthesis of his teaching rather than
the words of a single passage.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
CCC 754

“The Church is, accordingly, a sheepfold, the sole and necessary gateway to which is Christ. It is also the
flock of which God himself foretold that he would be the shepherd ... led and nourished by Christ
himself, the Good Shepherd ... who gave his life for the sheep.”

CCC 755

“The Church is the cultivated field, the tillage of God. ... The Church is the vineyard of the Lord. The
branches live by the holy and life-giving Spirit, the Spirit of Christ.”

CCC 796

“The unity of Christ and the Church, head and members of one Body, also implies the distinction of the
two within a personal relationship. This aspect is often expressed by the image of bridegroom and bride.
... The Church is the spotless bride of the spotless Lamb.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE




Goals for the leader

1. Establish that Jesus’ self-identification as Shepherd, Vine, and Bridegroom is in each case a staggering
claim: to the divine roles of Shepherd and Bridegroom, and to being the true Israel in whom the disciples live
as branches.

2. Connect the Vine and the Eucharist explicitly: the disciple abides through participation in Christ’s
sacramental life.

3. Press the implication that the Church is not an institution we choose to join but the body and bride of
Christ, the place where his life flows.

4. Help participants name where they have experienced being known by name (the Shepherd) or united as
branches to the vine.

Time estimate (90 minutes)

Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min

[
The Good Shepherd and the Sheepfold (read, Ezekiel discovery, discussion): 32 min
The True Vine (read, discussion): 28 min

The Bridegroom and the Bride (read, discussion): 15 min

Application and closing prayer: 5 min

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you are the Good Shepherd, the True Vine, and the Bridegroom of your Church. Tonight as
we hear your own deepest claims about who you are, give us hearts to receive you not just as teacher but
as Shepherd of our souls. Make us branches that abide in you, members of your one flock, and the bride
who waits for the Bridegroom. We ask this in your name. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: how is the practice of persistent prayer going from last week? Have you noticed anything in
keeping a long petition before God deliberately?

READ ALOUD




For eight sessions we have listened to Jesus teach about the Kingdom, mercy, money, neighbor, and
prayer. Tonight he teaches about himself, and about the community he is gathering. Three images, each
drawn from the Old Testament and each previously used by Israel’s prophets to describe God himself. As
you hear “I am the Good Shepherd,” “I am the true vine,” and “the Bridegroom is here,” listen for how
high the claim actually goes.

PART ONE - THE GOOD SHEPHERD AND THE SHEEPFOLD (JOHN 10:1-
18)

Have someone read John 10:1-18 aloud.
JOHN 10:11-15 (RSV2CE)

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. He who is a hireling and
not a shepherd ... sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees ... I am the good shepherd; I know
my own and my own know me, as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life
for the sheep.”

Q1. [TEXT] Look at how often Jesus repeats “lays down his life” in this passage (verses 11, 15, 17, 18).
What is he refusing to let his hearers miss about who he is and what he came to do?

Leader note: He refuses to let his shepherding be reduced to teaching, healing, or moral example; it climaxes in his death.
The cross is not an interruption of the shepherding but its central act. He also indicates that his death is something he is
doing, not merely suffering: “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (Jn 10:18). His sovereignty over
his own death is part of who he is.

Now have someone read Ezekiel 34:11-16 aloud, spoken by God through the prophet some five centuries before Christ.
EZEKIEL 34:11-12, 15-16 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out ... I myself will be the shepherd of
my sheep ... I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the crippled, and I
will strengthen the weak.”

Q2. [TRADITION] What does God promise in Ezekiel 34 that only he can do? Now set it beside Jesus’
words, “I am the good shepherd.” What is he claiming, and why, a few verses later, do his hearers pick
up stones (Jn 10:33)?

Leader note: Let the group make the connection themselves. God promised, “I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep”, a
role reserved for God alone. When Jesus takes that exact title, he is claiming the divine identity, and his hearers understand

precisely: they reach for stones because “he, being a man, makes himself God.” They were not wrong about the claim, only
about whether it was true. Jesus does not soften it; he says, “I and the Father are one” (Jn 10:30).

Q3. [TEXT] Three times (verses 3, 14, 27) Jesus speaks of the Shepherd knowing his sheep by name. Why
is the personal knowing important? What does it say about how Christ relates to each disciple?



Leader note: The relationship is personal and particular, not generic. Christ does not love a collective; he loves you, by
name, and the Catholic theology of personal vocation is grounded in this image. This consoles the participant who feels
lost in the crowd of the Church and challenges the one who would prefer to remain anonymous.

Q4. [TRADITION] St. Augustine taught, against the Donatist schism, that there is one flock and one
Shepherd, and that the Church’s unity is a consequence of the unity of Christ himself, so that breaking
communion wounds the body of the Good Shepherd. How does this change the way you think about
Church unity?

Leader note: It moves Church unity from an organizational concern to a Christological one: the Church’s unity is a
participation in the unity of Christ, and schism is not a regrettable administrative event but a wound to the body of Christ.
This shapes how Catholics relate to other Christians (the Catechism on ecumenism, CCC 813-822, builds on it) and how we
regard the unity of our own parish.

Q5. [LIFE] Have you experienced being personally known by Christ in some specific season or event?
Without forcing it, can you name a time when the Shepherd was clearly seeking you by name?

Leader note: Many will have experiences they have rarely articulated: the night they returned to confession after years
away, the retreat where they felt seen, the crisis through which they found themselves prayed for. Honor what comes up.
Some will have nothing yet; that is also fine. The question itself is an invitation to look.

PART TWO - THE TRUE VINE (JOHN 15:1-17)

Have someone read John 15:1-17 aloud. Notice that this discourse comes from the Last Supper, just hours after Jesus
instituted the Eucharist.

JOHN 15:4-5 (RSV2CE)

“Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither
can you, unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him,
he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.”

READ ALOUD

St. Cyril of Alexandria, in the fifth century, drew the connection between this passage and the Eucharist:
the branches abide in the vine through the same life, the same sap, and the disciple’s union with Christ
is not chiefly an idea or a feeling but real participation in Christ’s own life, mediated supremely through
the Eucharist. St. Thomas Aquinas extends it: abiding also includes the indwelling of grace through
every means God uses to keep us united to him, the Word read, the sacraments received, prayer, and the
moral life lived in charity. The Eucharist is not the only channel of abiding, but it is the densest one.

Q6. [TEXT] Jesus says in verse 5 that apart from him we can do “nothing.” Not “little” or “less.” Nothing.
Why such an absolute word? What does it tell us about the Christian life?

Leader note: He distinguishes activity from fruitfulness: we can do many things apart from Christ, but we cannot bear
the fruit that lasts. The Christian life is not chiefly self-improvement powered by our own effort; it is the life of Christ
flowing through us. The branch does not produce sap; it receives sap and turns it into fruit. The disciple does not generate
grace; the disciple receives grace and bears the fruit grace produces.



Q7. [TEXT] Look at verse 2: even the fruitful branches are pruned, that they may bear more fruit. What
does pruning typically feel like in a disciple’s life, and what is it not?

Leader note: It typically feels like loss or restriction, the removal of something good but unnecessary. It is not
punishment and not a sign of God’s displeasure; it is the loving, painful work by which God removes what wastes our
energy on growth that does not bear the fruit he wants. Many sufferings, received in faith, are pruning. The signal is that
the suffering is not random but is shaping the soul to bear more fruit, not less.

Q8. [LIFE] Where in your life right now do you feel like a branch trying to bear fruit by your own effort,
disconnected from the vine? Given St. Cyril’s point about the Eucharist, what is one specific way to
reconnect to the sap this week?

Leader note: Common forms of disconnection in young-adult life: prayer gone rare, missed Mass, postponed confession,
isolation from Christian community. The reconnection is usually not exotic: read Scripture fifteen minutes a day, go to
confession this week, be at Mass on Sunday with attention, find one person to pray with. Small, real reconnections, with
the Eucharist as the densest place Christ gives his life.

PART THREE - THE BRIDEGROOM AND THE BRIDE (MARK 2:18-20;
EPHESIANS 5:25-32)

Have someone read Mark 2:18-20 and then Ephesians 5:25-32 aloud.
MARK 2:19-20 (RSV2CE)

“And Jesus said to them, ‘Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? ... The days
will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.”

EPHESIANS 5:25, 31-32 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her ... ‘the two shall
become one flesh.’ This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the
church.”

READ ALOUD

When Jesus calls himself the Bridegroom, he again takes up an Old Testament image the prophets had
used for God himself: Hosea, Isaiah, and Jeremiah all describe God as the husband of Israel. Paul
develops this in Ephesians 5: marriage itself, in its deepest meaning, is an icon of Christ and the Church.
St. Bernard of Clairvaux, in his sermons on the Song of Songs, taught that Christ is Bridegroom of the
whole Church and, in a personal way, of each soul. Each disciple is loved by Christ as a particular bride,
within the larger Bride that is the Church.

Q9. [TRADITION] St. Bernard of Clairvaux taught that Christ is Bridegroom both of the whole Church
and of each individual soul. Why is it important to hold both together? What goes wrong if we hold only
one?

Leader note: If we hold only the corporate, the personal love disappears and the Christian life becomes membership
rather than relationship. If we hold only the personal, the Church becomes optional and the disciple becomes a private



spirituality detached from the body of Christ. St. Bernard insists on both: the personal love is real, and it is received within
the larger Bride. We are loved individually within the love given to the whole Church.

Q10. [LIFE] Most of us think of the Church as something we go to or belong to. The bridal imagery
suggests something different: the Church is the bride who waits, prays, and prepares for the
Bridegroom. What changes about your relationship to the Church if you think of yourself as part of her?

Leader note: The change is from membership in an institution to participation in a love. The Church is not a building or
chiefly an organization; she is the bride of Christ, in whom each disciple is loved and formed. Hostility, indifference, or
distance toward the Church becomes more serious in this light, because the relationship is not with an institution but with
a bride being prepared for her Bridegroom. Session 10 presses this further with the Ten Bridesmaids.

APPLICATION AND CLOSING

CLOSING CHALLENGE

Two practices this week. First, the next time you are at Mass, slow down at the moment of Communion.
Receive the Eucharist with the awareness that the union with Christ begun in your Baptism is being
renewed, strengthened, and deepened (CCC 1396), the sap of Christ’s own life flowing into the branch. Do
not let it pass as routine. Second, take the area you named in question eight and make one concrete
reconnection: read fifteen minutes of Scripture daily, schedule confession, find one person to pray with
weekly, or make Sunday Mass the fixed center of your week.

Scripture Memory
JOHN 10:11 (RSV2CE)

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”

Closing Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you are our Good Shepherd, our True Vine, and the Bridegroom of our souls. Forgive us for
the times we have wandered from your flock, withered as branches disconnected from your sap, or
grown distant from your bride the Church. Tonight gather us back. Renew and deepen our life in you.
Make us, in the week that begins tomorrow, members of your one flock, abiding branches in your vine,
and the bride who waits for you with lit lamps. We ask this in your name. Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Read Ezekiel 34 in full alongside John 10. Where does Ezekiel’s promise of God as
Shepherd intersect with his promise of “my servant David” as shepherd (Ez 34:23)?
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Leader note: Ezekiel makes two promises that in the Old Testament look like separate fulfillments: God will be Shepherd,
and “my servant David” will be Shepherd. Both are fulfilled in one person in Christ, the Son of David who is also the divine
Shepherd. The mystery of the Incarnation is what allows the two prophecies to converge: Jesus is the human Davidic
Shepherd and the divine Shepherd in one person.

QGD2. [TRADITION] CCC 1396 teaches that “the Eucharist makes the Church”: those who receive it are
united more closely to Christ and to one another in his Body (cf. CCC 1323, which, quoting Vatican II,
calls the Eucharist “a sign of unity”). How does this depend on the Vine and Branches imagery, and what
does it imply for divisions among Christians?

Leader note: Ifthe Eucharist is the sap by which the branches abide in the vine, then sharing it is not casual. The Catholic
teaching that Eucharistic communion presupposes communion in faith and Church order is the ecclesiological
consequence of the Vine. Divisions in faith are real wounds in the body of Christ, and the path toward Eucharistic
communion runs through healing them: the goal of ecumenism is real unity, not the appearance of unity at the table while
the underlying communion is broken.

QGD3. [LIFE] What does it mean for the way you treat your local parish to think of it as a branch of the
vine and part of the bride? Have you related to your parish more like a consumer than a member of the
body?

Leader note: Many young Catholics relate to their parish as one of several spiritual options to be judged by personal
preference. The Vine and the Bride resist that posture. The parish is where, in the concrete, the disciple lives out being a

branch in the vine and a member of the bride; the local Church is the Church for that disciple, and how one relates to it is
how one relates to Christ’s body.

QGD4. [TRADITION] St. Bernard’s reading of the Song of Songs as the soul’s union with Christ has shaped
the tradition for nearly a millennium. Why has the Church been comfortable using such intensely
personal imagery, and what does it protect us from?

Leader note: Because the deepest reality of the Christian life is love, and love is the most personal of realities. The bridal
language protects us from a Christianity reduced to ethics or doctrine: the point is not chiefly to know what to believe and
do, important as both are, but to be loved by Christ and to love him in return. The bridal language protects this center.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary texts: John 10:1-18 | John 15:1-17 | Mark 2:18-20 | Ephesians 5:25-32

0ld Testament background: Ezekiel 34 | Psalm 23 | Isaiah 5:1-7 | Hosea 2:19-20 | Isaiah 62:5 | Jeremiah 2:2
| Psalm 80:8-16

New Testament support: 1Peter 2:25 | 1Peter 5:1-4 | Hebrews 13:20-21 | Revelation 21:9 | John 6:53-56
Catechism: CCC 754, 755, 796, 813-822, 1396

Sources cited: St. Augustine, Tractates on the Gospel of John 45-47 (on Jn 10) and 80-82 (on Jn 15) | St. Cyril of
Alexandria, Commentary on the Gospel of John, Book 4 (on Jn 6:53-56) and Book 10 (on Jn 15:1) | St. Bernard of
Clairvaux, Sermons on the Song of Songs | St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae III, q. 8 and qq. 73-83;
Commentary on the Gospel of John, ch. 15.
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THE PARABLES OF JESUS

A Catholic Bible Study
- SESSION TEN -

The Great Invitation

The Great Banquet - The Wedding Banquet - The Ten Bridesmaids - The Sheep and the Goats * The
Wicked

Tenants

“Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.”
Revelation 19:9 (RSV2CE)

LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE - WITH PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION

SESSION OVERVIEW

This is the final session of the series, and its task is to close the arc that began ten weeks ago. We started
with Jesus announcing that the Kingdom is at hand; we end with him describing what the Kingdom
looks like at its consummation: a wedding feast, a banquet hall filled with guests, a final separation of
sheep and goats, and the question of whether we will be ready when the Bridegroom arrives. These
teachings are intentionally eschatological. They look forward to the end, but they do not encourage
speculation about timing; they press one question relentlessly: are you ready, today, for the invitation
Christ is extending?

A note on genre: the Great Banquet, the Wedding Banquet, the Ten Bridesmaids, and the Wicked
Tenants are narrative parables in the strict sense. The Sheep and the Goats (Mt 25:31-46) is not, strictly
speaking, a parable but Jesus’ vision of the Last Judgment told in narrative form; it keeps the imagery of
a parable (a shepherd separating sheep from goats) and functions as the climactic eschatological
teaching, so it belongs here even though its genre is a judgment scene rather than a story.

Audience note: participants often hold, at once, a vague sense that everything will be fine in the end
and a vague dread of being judged. The eschatological parables refuse both vaguenesses: they make the
invitation specific and the readiness concrete. End the series with the joy of those invited to a feast and
the seriousness of those who know they have been called to decide.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW



The Great Banquet and the Wedding Banquet: the open invitation

Luke’s Great Banquet (Lk 14:15-24) and Matthew’s Wedding Banquet (Mt 22:1-14) are closely related
banquet parables, whether variations of one teaching or two parables given on different occasions, that
share a common shape: a host prepares a feast, invited guests refuse with excuses, and the invitation
goes out to the poor and to the highways and hedges, that the house may be filled. The parables address
Israel’s response to Jesus, the unexpected inclusion of the Gentiles, and the universal scope of the
Kingdom, and they are addressed to every reader. The excuses in Luke 14:18-20 are striking because they
are not bad: a field, oxen, a marriage. The point is that the invitation to the Kingdom takes precedence
over even good things; to prefer the field or the oxen or the new spouse over the master’s feast is to
refuse the only invitation that finally matters.

Matthew’s version closes with the man without a wedding garment (Mt 22:11-13). The host invited
everyone but expected those who came to be appropriately clothed. St. Augustine’s reading identifies the
garment as charity: the clothing that distinguishes the true wedding guest is love. To accept the
invitation without putting on the garment of charity is to be present at the wedding without truly
belonging there. The judgment is not arbitrarys; it is the recognition of who has actually become a
wedding guest.

The Ten Bridesmaids: readiness that cannot be borrowed

Matthew 25:1-13 sets the scene at a first-century Jewish wedding. The bridegroom is delayed; ten
bridesmaids wait; five bring extra oil and five do not. When he arrives at midnight, the wise enter the
feast and the foolish return from buying oil to find the door shut: “Watch therefore, for you know
neither the day nor the hour” (Mt 25:13). St. Gregory the Great’s Forty Gospel Homilies (Homily 10, on the
Ten Bridesmaids) gives one of the most influential readings: the oil represents the works of love and the
cultivation of the interior life that cannot be lent or transferred at the last moment. The wise cannot
share their oil because the readiness the parable describes is not a substance to be poured from one soul
to another; it is a life developed over time. The foolish did not lack lamps; they lacked what the lamp
needed to burn through a long delay. St. Gregory’s charge: do not put off the cultivation of prayer, virtue,
and mercy, for “later” may be the moment the door has already shut.

The eschatological reference is unmistakable: the Bridegroom is Christ, the wedding the eschatological
feast, the delay the present age between his ascension and return, the midnight cry (Mt 25:6) the
announcement of his return, the shut door the close of the time of preparation. The parable does not
panic the disciple; it forms the disciple. Its whole point is the present cultivation of the kind of life that
will be ready when the Bridegroom comes.

The Sheep and the Goats: judgment by mercy

Matthew 25:31-46, as noted above, is a vision of the final judgment rather than a strict parable, but it
functions as the climactic eschatological teaching and carries parabolic imagery (sheep and goats
separated by the shepherd). The judgment is rendered, strikingly, on how each person has treated the
hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, and the imprisoned. The criterion named is not
professed belief alone; it is mercy, the works in which living faith becomes visible. The surprise of both



groups is identical, “Lord, when did we see you?”, and the answer is the same: “As you did it to one of the
least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40).

St. Thomas Aquinas treats the works of mercy in Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 32 (on almsgiving): they are
not optional good deeds added to the Christian life but the visible expression of the charity by which
faith is formed and the soul is conformed to Christ. The judgment in Matthew 25 is not a surprise
reversal of the rest of the Gospel; it is the eschatological consequence of what every parable in this series
has taught. Catholic teaching does not read the scene as denying the necessity of faith: faith and the
works of mercy are not in competition; works of mercy are how faith’s charity becomes visible.

The Wicked Tenants: the trajectory of refusal

Luke 20:9-19 (paralleled in Mk 12:1-12 and Mt 21:33-46) is told in the Temple courts in the last week of
Jesus’ life. An owner sends servants to collect his fruit; the tenants beat or kill each one; finally he sends
his beloved son, whom they kill to seize the inheritance. The religious leaders understand perfectly:
“They perceived that he had told this parable against them” (Lk 20:19). It is a compressed history of
salvation: the vineyard is Israel (cf. Is 5), the owner is God, the servants are the prophets, the beloved
son is Jesus himself, and its placement is part of the message, for the tenants of Jesus’ day will, within
days, do exactly what the parable predicts. Note carefully: the parable indicts the unfaithful tenants, the
leaders who reject the Son, not Israel as a people. The vineyard itself remains God’s beloved planting;
what changes is its stewardship (cf. Mt 21:43). The Church, gathered from Israel’s faithful remnant and
the Gentiles, inherits the vineyard’s care in continuity with God’s covenant plan, for “the gifts and the
call of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29; cf. CCC 839).

Jesus closes with Psalm 118:22-23: “The stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the
corner.” The rejection of the Son does not defeat the owner’s plan; it becomes the means by which God
establishes his Kingdom. The cross is what the wicked tenants intend as the seizure of the inheritance
and what God uses as the cornerstone of the new building. The parable is not finally tragic; it is the
deepest revelation of how God’s Kingdom comes through what looks like its defeat.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

These are the deep roots of Session 10. The group opens Isaiah 25 together in the Banquet discussion; the
rest are developed here.

ISAIAH 25:6-8 (RSV2CE)

“On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of fat things, a feast of wine on the
lees ... He will swallow up death for ever, and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces.”

Isaiah 25 is the foundational image of the eschatological banquet: God himself prepares a feast for all
peoples on the holy mountain, and at it he abolishes death and wipes away every tear. The wedding-
banquet parables of Luke 14 and Matthew 22 are drawing on this image. Jesus is not inventing the
banquet; he is identifying when and how it will arrive.

PSALM 118:22-23 (RSV2CE)



“The stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner. This is the Lord’s doing; it is
marvelous in our eyes.”

Psalm 118, cited explicitly by Jesus at the close of the Wicked Tenants, names the pattern: the stone the
builders reject is the cornerstone God uses. The crucified Christ is what humanity rejected and what God
placed at the foundation of his Kingdom.

DANIEL 7:13-14 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man ... And to him was given dominion
and glory and kingdom ... his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away.”

Daniel 7 is the background for the Son of Man'’s return in glory in Matthew 25:31. The judgment in the
Sheep and the Goats is the fulfillment of Daniel’s vision; in calling himself the Son of Man, Jesus
identifies himself as the figure of Daniel 7.

ISAIAH 5:1-2, 7 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Let me sing for my beloved a love song concerning his vineyard ... For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts
is the house of Israel.”

Isaiah’s Song of the Vineyard is the direct background of the Wicked Tenants. When Jesus opens the
parable with a man planting a vineyard and renting it to tenants, his hearers recognize the prophetic
register at once; he is making a specific accusation rooted in the tradition Israel itself confessed.

ZEPHANIAH 3:17 (RSV2CE)

“The Lord, your God, is in your midst ... he will rejoice over you with gladness ... he will exult over you
with loud singing as on a day of festival.”

Zephaniah 3 is one of the most striking images of the eschatological feast from God’s side: God himself
rejoices, sings over his people, and renews them in love. The wedding-feast parables are not chiefly
grim; they are the disciple’s entrance into the joy God has been preparing.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

Method: Direct quotations appear in quotation marks with citation; faithfully represented teaching without a
single quotable line is given as paraphrase with citation.

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)

St. Augustine’s preaching on the wedding garment (Mt 22:11-13) supplies one of the most enduring
readings: the wedding garment is charity, and the man who entered without it represents those who
accept the invitation to the feast but never put on the love that should clothe a wedding guest. It is
possible to be at the Eucharistic feast, the present anticipation of the wedding banquet, without truly



belonging there. The garment of charity is what distinguishes the true guest from the imposter, and it
cannot be borrowed at the last moment.

St. John Chrysostom (347-407)

St. John Chrysostom’s preaching on the Sheep and the Goats (Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 79, on Mt
25:31-46) takes up the scandalously concrete criterion of judgment: what was done for the hungry, the
thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick, and the imprisoned. The Christ you confess in the Eucharist is
the same Christ you ignore in the poor (cf. Homilies on Matthew, Hom. 50, 3-4, where Chrysostom
insists that the Christ honored on the altar must not be neglected in the poor). He does not allow the
parable to be spiritualized: the works of mercy are not optional; they are how the disciple’s love of Christ
becomes visible.

St. Gregory the Great (540-604)

St. Gregory’s Forty Gospel Homilies (Homily 10, on the Ten Bridesmaids) is the most important patristic
treatment of that parable: the oil represents the works of love and the cultivation of the interior life that
cannot be borrowed at the last moment. The wise could not share their oil not because they were stingy
but because the readiness is not transferable; it is a life developed over time. His charge to his Roman
congregation: cultivate the oil now, while the Bridegroom delays, for the midnight cry comes after the
time of preparation has ended.

St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274)

St. Thomas treats the works of mercy in Summa Theologiae II-11, q. 32: they are not external additions to
the Christian life but the visible expression of the charity by which faith is informed and made living. To
live a faith without works of mercy is to live a faith that has not yet become charity, and the judgment in
Matthew 25 is the eschatological recognition of who has actually become Christ’s disciple. St. Thomas’s
treatment of the Old and New Law (Summa Theologiae I-1I, qq. 106-107) provides the broader theology
of salvation history within which this guide reads the Wicked Tenants: the vineyard remains God’s, and
the one divine plan reaches its fulfillment through the cross of the rejected Son. (This application to the
parable is the guide’s synthesis drawing on Aquinas, not Aquinas’s own exposition of the text.)

CATECHISM CONNECTION
cCC 1038

“The resurrection of all the dead ... will precede the Last Judgment. ... Then Christ will come ‘in his glory,
and all the angels with him ... Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate them one
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.”

CCC 1166

“By a tradition handed down from the apostles which took its origin from the very day of Christ’s
Resurrection, the Church celebrates the Paschal mystery every seventh day, which day is appropriately
called the Lord’s Day or Sunday.”

“The Lord’s Supper, because of its connection with the supper which the Lord took with his disciples on
the eve of his Passion and because it anticipates the wedding feast of the Lamb in the heavenly
Jerusalem.”




CCC1329

CCC 1042

“At the end of time, the Kingdom of God will come in its fullness. After the universal judgment, the
righteous will reign for ever with Christ ... The universe itself will be renewed.”

SESSION GOALS AND TIME ESTIMATE

Goals for the leader

1. Close the series with sober joy. The eschatological parables are invitations as much as warnings. 2. Use the
Ten Bridesmaids to make the cultivation of the interior life concrete and present-tense, not deferred. 3. Press
the Sheep and the Goats into specific commitments to works of mercy as the visible expression of
discipleship.

4. Send the group out with the joy of those invited to a wedding and the seriousness of those called to decide.
Time estimate (90 minutes)

Opening prayer and check-in: 10 min

The Great and Wedding Banquets (read, Isaiah discovery, discussion): 22 min

The Ten Bridesmaids (read, discussion): 18 min

The Sheep and the Goats (read, discussion): 20 min

The Wicked Tenants (briefer treatment, discussion): 10 min

Series-closing application and prayer: 10 min

PARTICIPANT DISCUSSION GUIDE

Opening Prayer

“Lord Jesus, you have invited us to your wedding feast. For ten weeks you have been teaching us,
through your parables, what your Kingdom is and what it asks of us. Tonight as we hear your
eschatological parables, prepare us. Make us guests with the wedding garment of charity. Make us




bridesmaids with oil in our lamps. Make us sheep recognized by your mercy. Make us, when you come,
ready to enter your joy. We ask this in your name. Amen.”

Check-In (5-10 min)

Briefly: anything to share from last week’s practices, especially the slowed-down attention at
Communion or the reconnection to a means of abiding?

READ ALOUD

We have come to the final session. Ten weeks ago we began with Jesus announcing that the Kingdom of
God is at hand; tonight he tells us where it ends. The image he uses again and again is a wedding feast:
the Father has prepared a banquet, and his Son has come to invite the world to it. These last parables
look forward to the day the doors of the wedding hall open and the guests sit down to the feast Isaiah
promised on the holy mountain. They are not chiefly threatening; they are chiefly an invitation. But
they are serious, because the invitation is real, and so is the option of missing it.

PART ONE - THE GREAT BANQUET AND THE WEDDING BANQUET
(LUKE 14:15-24; MATTHEW 22:1-14)

Have someone read Luke 14:15-24 aloud, then Matthew 22:1-14.
LUKE 14:18-21 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said ... ‘T have bought a field ... have me excused.’
And another said, ‘T have bought five yoke of oxen ... have me excused.” And another, ‘I have married a
wife, and therefore I cannot come.’ ... Then the householder in anger said ... ‘bring in the poor and
maimed and blind and lame.”

MATTHEW 22:11-13 (RSV2CE)

“But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding garment; and
he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless.
Then the king said ... ‘Bind him hand and foot, and cast him into the outer darkness.”

Q1. [TEXT] Look at the excuses in Luke 14. None is for an evil thing: a field, working oxen, a marriage.
Why does Jesus deliberately use legitimate goods as the excuses that exclude the invited from the feast?
Leader note: He makes the most uncomfortable point possible. The Kingdom’s invitation is refused not chiefly by people
preferring evil over good, but by people preferring lesser goods over the highest good. A field is good; a marriage is good; to

prefer them over the master’s feast is to lose what they were ultimately for. The parable is addressed to the religiously
respectable, not to the obviously dissolute.

Now have someone read Isaiah 25:6-8 aloud.

ISAIAH 25:6-8 (RSV2CE)



“On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of fat things ... He will swallow up
death for ever, and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces.”

Q2. [TRADITION] Jesus’ hearers knew Isaiah 25. Read it beside the banquet parables. What feast is Jesus
actually announcing, and how does that change whether these parables feel chiefly like a threat or
chiefly like an invitation?

Leader note: Let the group connect the texts. Jesus is not inventing the banquet; he is announcing the arrival of the feast
Isaiah promised, the feast at which God abolishes death and wipes away every tear. That reframes the parables: the

dominant note is joy, not court. The warnings are serious because the joy is real and missing it is a real possibility, but the
end of the story God is telling is a wedding.

Q3. [TRADITION] St. Augustine reads the wedding garment in Matthew 22 as charity: the man entered
without putting on love. How does this reading change what the parable is warning against?

Leader note: It warns against accepting the invitation (entering the Church, receiving the sacraments, being a Catholic)
without putting on the love the feast presupposes. It is possible to be at the wedding without truly belonging there. The
garment of charity cannot be borrowed at the door; it is the love cultivated over a life.

Q4. [LIFE] Be honest: what good thing in your life has, at times, kept you from the feast Christ is
preparing? Not a sin necessarily, but a good thing occupying the place that should have been his.

Leader note: The diagnostic question. For many young adults the competing goods are a relationship that has become
primary, a career trajectory that organizes every choice, a friend group that occupies all available time, a consuming
project or hobby. None is wrong; the question is whether it has begun to sit in the chair reserved for Christ.

PART TWO - THE TEN BRIDESMAIDS (MATTHEW 25:1-13)

Have someone read Matthew 25:1-13 aloud.
MATTHEW 25:6-10 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“But at midnight there was a cry, ‘Behold, the bridegroom! Come out to meet him." ... And the foolish
said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.” But the wise replied, ‘Perhaps
there will not be enough ... go rather to the dealers and buy for yourselves.” And while they went to buy,
the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the marriage feast; and the door
was shut.”

READ ALOUD

St. Gregory the Great preached on this parable in the sixth century (Forty Gospel Homilies, Homily 10),
and his reading has shaped the tradition since. The oil represents the works of love and the cultivation
of the interior life that cannot be lent or borrowed at the last moment. The wise bridesmaids did not
refuse to share out of selfishness; they could not share, because the kind of readiness the parable
describes is not a substance you can pour from one soul into another. It is a life developed over time.
The foolish did not lack lamps; they lacked what the lamp needed to burn through a long delay.




Q5. [TEXT] Why is it important that the wise bridesmaids could not share their o0il? What is the parable
teaching about the kind of readiness God expects?

Leader note: Readiness is personal and cultivated over time; it cannot be transferred at the last moment. You cannot rely
on a spouse’s prayer life, a parent’s faith, or a friend’s holiness to substitute for your own. The Christian life is, in this sense,
irreducibly personal. The community supports and forms us, but at the threshold of the feast, the oil that burns is our own.

Q6. [TRADITION] The parable is set during a long delay; the Bridegroom does not come when expected,
and we live in that delay between Christ’s ascension and his return. How does the parable shape what
we are to be doing during the delay?

Leader note: We are to be cultivating the oil. The delay is not empty waiting but the working time in which the soul is
shaped to be ready. Persistent prayer (Session 8), abiding in the vine through the sacraments (Session 9), works of mercy
(Session 6 and tonight), love of neighbor: these produce oil. The disciple doing them is not anxious about the timing of the
return; she is simply ready whenever he comes.

Q7. [LIFE] If the Bridegroom arrived tonight, what would the state of your oil look like, honestly? What
practice would you start tomorrow if you took this parable’s warning seriously?

Leader note: A quiet, convicting question. Many will recognize that they have been postponing the interior life: prayer,
the sacraments, almsgiving, time with Scripture. The point is not panic but conversion of the present. The Bridegroom does
not come tonight in the ordinary case, but the practices that produce oil have to begin sometime, and there is no better
time than now.

PART THREE - THE SHEEP AND THE GOATS (MATTHEW 25:31-46)

Have someone read Matthew 25:31-46 aloud.
MATTHEW 25:35-36, 40 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you
welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you
came to me. ... As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me.”

READ ALOUD

This is not, strictly speaking, a parable; it is Jesus’ vision of the Last Judgment told in narrative form.
The criterion of judgment is striking: not mere profession or religious activity, but mercy, the concrete
fruit of faith working through love, shown specifically to the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the
naked, the sick, and the imprisoned. Catholic teaching does not read this as denying the necessity of
faith: faith and works of mercy are not in competition. Works of mercy are how faith’s charity becomes
visible. The Christian life that does not produce mercy is, in the strict sense, a Christian life that has not
yet become charity.

Q8. [TEXT] Both groups are surprised. The sheep do not realize they were serving Christ; the goats do
not realize they were ignoring him. What does that surprise tell us about the nature of true discipleship?

Leader note: Genuine discipleship is so habituated that it does not require conscious religious motivation. The sheep
served the hungry because the hungry were there and they had become the kind of people who serve; the goats ignored the
hungry because it was inconvenient and they had become the kind of people who ignore. The Christian life is finally about




who we are becoming, not chiefly what we are explicitly thinking. The judgment is the recognition of who we have actually
become.

Q9. [TRADITION] St. Thomas Aquinas teaches that works of mercy are not external additions to the
Christian life but how charity becomes visible, so the Sheep and the Goats is the eschatological
recognition of who has actually become Christ’s disciple. How does this complete the arc of all ten
sessions?

Leader note: Every parable has pressed the same point in different forms: the seed must produce fruit, the treasure must
be sold for, the mercy received must be extended, the wounded man must be helped, the buried talent invested, the
Lazarus at our gate seen, the branches must abide, the wedding garment put on. Tonight’s scene is the eschatological
gathering of all of these: the Christian life is the life that, in the concrete, has become the life of Christ in the disciple.

Q10. [LIFE] After ten weeks of these parables, name one specific work of mercy you will commit to as a
regular practice. Not a vague intention, but a specific practice with a time and a frequency.

Leader note: Press for specificity. The point of the closing session is to convert the themes into one concrete continuing
practice. Examples: a weekly hour at a parish food pantry, a monthly visit to a homebound parishioner, sponsoring a child
through Catholic Relief Services, driving a non-driving neighbor to Mass each Sunday, a weekly letter to a prisoner, a
regular meal taken to a sick or grieving family. One thing, begun this month.

PART FOUR - THE WICKED TENANTS (LUKE 20:9-19)

Have someone read Luke 20:9-19 aloud. This parable was told by Jesus in the final week of his life, in the Temple
courts.

LUKE 20:13-15, 17 (RSV2CE, SELECTED)

“Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘... I will send my beloved son; it may be they will respect him.’
But when the tenants saw him, they said ... ‘This is the heir; let us kill him, that the inheritance may be
ours.” And they cast him out of the vineyard, and killed him. ... ‘The very stone which the builders
rejected has become the head of the corner.”

READ ALOUD

Jesus tells this parable a few days before his crucifixion, in the Temple, in dialogue with the religious
leadership who will deliver him to death. It is a compressed history of salvation: the vineyard is Israel,
the owner is God, the servants are the prophets sent and rejected over centuries, and the beloved son is
Jesus himself, at this very moment walking into the climax of the parable. Yet it does not end in tragedy.
Jesus closes it with Psalm 118: the stone the builders rejected becomes the cornerstone. The cross looks
like the final defeat of the owner’s plan; it is in fact the means by which his Kingdom is established.

Q11. [TRADITION] The Wicked Tenants ends with the cornerstone, not the killing. What does this tell us
about how God writes the story of his Kingdom, even through what looks like its defeat?

Leader note: God’s Kingdom comes through what looks, from the inside, like its rejection and failure, the cross being the
supreme example. Every Christian generation experiences smaller versions: the apparent defeat of the Church, the failure
of evangelism, the death of a movement. The parable insists that even what is rejected can become the cornerstone,
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because the One whose Kingdom this is has chosen the cross as the way it advances. This is hope for the disciple in any age
that feels like the time of the wicked tenants.

SERIES-CLOSING APPLICATION AND PRAYER

CLOSING CHALLENGE

We have come to the end of the series. Two practices to send you out with. First, the work of mercy you
committed to in question ten: begin it this week. Do not let the series end as ten weeks of meeting and
then nothing. Second, take all ten sessions together and identify the one parable that, over these ten
weeks, the Lord has been pressing into you most insistently, the Sower, the Treasure, the Father Who
Runs, the Good Samaritan, the Lazarus at your gate, the Vine, the Bridesmaids. Whichever keeps
returning to you, take it as the parable Christ is asking you to live this season of your life. Pray it. Carry
it. Become it.

Scripture Memory
MATTHEW 25:40 (RSV2CE)

“Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me.”

Closing Prayer

“Lord Jesus, ten weeks ago you announced that your Kingdom is at hand. Tonight you have shown us
the wedding feast at its end. Make us guests with the garment of charity. Make us bridesmaids with oil
in our lamps. Make us sheep recognized by your mercy in the least of your brothers and sisters. Make
us, in the days that come, doers of your word and not hearers only. We thank you for these ten weeks
under your teaching. Send us out, by your Spirit, to live what we have heard. We ask this in your name,
Lord of the Kingdom, Bridegroom of our souls, Shepherd of our hearts, true Vine in whom we abide.
Amen.”

GOING DEEPER (OPTIONAL)

Use any of these as your group has time and interest.

QGDL1. [TEXT] Read Isaiah 25:6-9 alongside Matthew 22 and Luke 14. Why does Jesus consistently choose
a wedding feast as the dominant image of the Kingdom’s consummation?

Leader note: Because a wedding feast is the most concentrated image of human joy: feast, family, the union of
bridegroom and bride, the gathering of the whole community. Jesus insists that the eschatological reality is not chiefly an
austere reckoning but a wedding. The end of the story is joy; the warnings exist because the joy is real and missing it is also
real, but the dominant image is wedding, not court.

QGD2. [TRADITION] CCC 1166 roots Sunday in the apostolic celebration of the Paschal mystery, and CCC
1329 teaches that the Eucharist anticipates the wedding feast of the Lamb in the heavenly Jerusalem.
How does this change the way you approach Sunday Mass?
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Leader note: It changes Mass from a weekly obligation to a weekly anticipation. Each Sunday the Church sits down at a
foretaste of the wedding feast; the same Christ who will be the Bridegroom at the consummation is the one we receive now.
Every Sunday is the wedding garment being tried on, the oil being trimmed in the lamp. To skip Sunday Mass is to skip the
rehearsal of the very feast we are being prepared to attend.

QGD3. [LIFE] After ten weeks of parables, what has changed in you? Not in the abstract. Specifically.
What practice, relationship, commitment, or habit of prayer is different now from when the series
began?

Leader note: A closing personal reflection to consolidate what God has been doing. Many will be able to name something;

some will not yet, and both are honest. The series is not a self-improvement program but an exposure to Jesus’ voice over
ten weeks; what he produces in any soul is on his timing.

QGD4. [TRADITION]| CCC 1042 teaches that at the end of time the universe itself will be renewed, and
Romans 8:19-23 says creation groans for this renewal. How does this hope change the way you think
about your work, your body, and the material world?

Leader note: It dignifies all of them. Catholic eschatology is not an escape from the material world but its renewal: the
body will be raised, the earth made new. The works of mercy done in this body and on this earth are not mere preparation
for a disembodied heaven; they are participation in the renewal that will be revealed at the end. This is hope for every
disciple working in the material world, in business, science, art, family life, and care for the poor.

SCRIPTURE INDEX FOR THIS SESSION

Primary parables: Luke 14:15-24 | Matthew 22:1-14 | Matthew 25:1-13 | Matthew 25:31-46 | Luke 20:9-19
0ld Testament background: Isaiah 25:6-9 | Psalm 118:22-23 | Daniel 7:13-14 | Isaiah 5:1-7 | Zephaniah 3:17

New Testament support: Revelation 19:6-9 | Revelation 21:1-5 | Romans 8:18-25 | 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 | 2
Peter 3:8-13

Catechism: CCC 1038, 1040, 1042, 1166, 1329

Sources cited: St. Augustine (on the wedding garment, Mt 22) | St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on Matthew,
Hom. 79 and Hom. 50, 3-4 | St. Gregory the Great, Forty Gospel Homilies, Homily 10 | St. Thomas Aquinas,
Summa Theologiae I1-11, q. 32 and I-11, qq. 106-107.
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