Session Six

With Gentleness and Reverence

Unless Someone Guides Me
Scripture, Tradition, and the Authority of the Church

Part One: Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim. The group discovers that the New Testament’s central command to be ready to give a
defense, an apologia, for the hope that is in you arrives with conditions attached, and that those
conditions are not decoration but method.

Catholic Touchstone. A person is almost never argued into the Church. They are loved into a place
where the arguments can finally be heard. The arguments still matter, which is why we spent five weeks
on them. They are just not the thing that opens the door.

This is the capstone, and it is the session most likely to be treated as a soft landing after the real work.
Resist that. It is the session that decides whether the previous five made your people useful or
insufferable.

What You Need to Know

1 Peter 3:15-16 is where the word apologetics comes from: be ready to make a defense, an apologia, to
anyone who calls you to account for the hope that is in you.

Every Catholic apologist quotes the first half. Read the whole sentence and notice how much of it is
about the manner rather than the matter. Reverence Christ as Lord in your hearts. Do it with gentleness
and reverence. Keep your conscience clear. And then the purpose clause: so that those who revile your
good behavior may be put to shame.

Read that last part carefully, because it is the sentence that should govern this session. Peter does not
say they will be put to shame by the quality of your argument. He says they will be put to shame when
they revile your behavior and the behavior turns out to be good. The defense is verbal; the thing that
lands is a life.

The same instinct runs through the rest of the New Testament. The Lord’s servant must not be
quarrelsome but kindly to everyone, correcting opponents with gentleness (2 Timothy 2:24-25). Conduct
yourselves wisely toward outsiders, and let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt
(Colossians 4:5-6). Avoid stupid controversies (Titus 3:9). Speak the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15). And
most bluntly of all, if I understand all mysteries and all knowledge but have not love, I am nothing.

What we are actually asking of them

Your people now know more about the canon, Tradition, the Church, and typology than most of the
people they will talk to. That is a genuine gift and also a genuine hazard. A newly equipped Catholic is
dangerous in two directions: he can help someone home, and he can hand someone a permanent reason
never to look at the Church again.
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The practical skills worth naming tonight, since none of them are obvious: ask more than you assert;
concede everything true as early as possible; never correct someone in front of an audience they care
about; find out what the person actually believes rather than what their denomination officially
teaches; and know when to stop, which is usually about ten minutes before you want to.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment
I “A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.” Proverbs 15:1

Israel’s wisdom literature is unusually blunt about arguing, and unusually funny about it. Proverbs
26:4-5 gives two flatly contradictory instructions in consecutive verses: do not answer a fool according
to his folly, and answer a fool according to his folly. The contradiction is the teaching. There is no rule
that mechanically settles when to engage and when to walk away, which is why Scripture files this
under wisdom rather than under law.

The fulfillment is Christ himself, who answers some questioners at length, answers others with a
question, and answers Herod with nothing at all.

Voices of the Church

Voice of the Church

St. Justin Martyr
Dialogue with Trypho (summary)

Justin, writing in the second century, presents an extended conversation with a Jewish interlocutor
named Trypho in which the other man is given real arguments, real objections, and genuine courtesy
throughout.

Whatever one concludes about the arguments, the form is worth noticing. One of the earliest works of
Christian apologetics is shaped as a conversation with a named person who is treated as worth
persuading rather than as a target.

Summary of the work’s character and method; no section number printed.

Voice of the Church

St. Francis de Sales
Given as a summary of his method; no locus printed

Sent to a region that had largely left the Catholic faith, and finding that almost no one would come hear
him preach, Francis wrote out his case in short pieces and passed them under doors, then waited. He
worked that way for years.

His reputation for gentleness is not a legend invented later, and the method is at least consistent with it.
Reading the leaflets as an assumption that people need time and privacy is an interpretation rather
than something Francis states, but it is a defensible one: a page pushed under a door can be considered
alone and at leisure, which a public confrontation does not allow.

The surviving leaflets were collected and published as the Controversies. The motive attributed to the method is an interpretation,
not a quotation. The familiar saying about honey and vinegar is popularly attributed to him but not securely sourced, so it is not
printed here.

Voice of the Church

St. Ignatius of Loyola
Quoted in the Catechism at CCC 2478

The Catechism cites his rule that every good Christian ought to be more ready to put a good
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interpretation on another’s statement than to condemn it, and that where the meaning is unclear one
should ask how the other understands it, and correct him with love if he is in error.

This is the whole of tonight’s method in one sentence, and it is in the Catechism, which means it is not
merely good advice but part of how the Church teaches us to treat the eighth commandment.

Securely located: the Catechism quotes it at 2478, from the presupposition of his Spiritual Exercises.

Catechism Connection

+ CCC 2471-2474 treat bearing witness to the truth, up to and including martyrdom, which is where this
obligation ultimately points.

+ CCC 2478 gives the duty to interpret a neighbor’s statements favorably and to ask before condemning,
This is the most practically useful paragraph in the entire book.

+ CCC 856 describes the Church’s missionary work as a dialogue that respects the other and looks for the
seeds of the Word already present.

+ CCC 821 lists what genuine ecumenism requires, beginning with renewal of the Church and conversion
of heart. Note the order: it starts with us.

Thread Watch
Leader only. All threads close tonight.

« THREAD C resolves in the Send. The Ethiopian asked how he could understand unless someone guided
him. Your people have been the Ethiopian for six weeks. Tonight they become Philip, and the honest
half of that is that they will remain the Ethiopian too, permanently.

+ If you are continuing to Book Two, say so tonight but do not lean on it. This course is designed to end
here and to be complete.

+ Watch for the participant who has become combative over six weeks. This session is aimed at that
person and they will not know it. Do not single them out; let the text do it.

Session Goals
+ 1 Every participant can quote 1 Peter 3:15-16 in full, including the conditions.
+ 2. Every participant can name at least three practical habits of a good conversation about faith.

+ 3. The group discovers, in Acts 17, that Paul begins with what his hearers already hold rather than with
what they lack.

+ 4, Every participant has considered, seriously, the case that apologetics does harm.

+ 5. Nobody leaves this course looking for a fight.

Timed Plan
+ Opening prayer and Win: 12 minutes.
+ 1Peter 3:15-16, questions 3 and 4: 20 minutes.
+ The Acts 17 live discovery, questions 5 and 6: 22 minutes.
+ The steelman and question 7: 22 minutes.
+ Send, the closing practice, and the blessing: 20 minutes. Protect this; the course ends here.

If you are running short: compress Acts 17. Do not compress the Send, and do not skip the closing
practice.
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THE OBJECTION BENCH

Leader only. Deploy what the room needs, skip the rest. Do not hand this page out. The matching Take-Home carries a
shorter version in the participant’s own words.

"Being nice is how the truth gets lost. Someone has to say the hard thing."

Agree, and agree quickly, because it is true and the person saying it is usually reacting to real cowardice they
have seen.

The distinction is between gentleness and vagueness. Gentleness is about manner; it says the hard thing and
says it kindly. Vagueness refuses to say it at all. 2 Timothy 2:25 asks for correction, actual correction,
delivered with gentleness. Both halves of that sentence are commands.

"What about when Jesus called them whitewashed tombs?"

A fair question and worth answering seriously. Notice the target: our Lord speaks that way to religious
authorities within his own tradition who are laying burdens on others, not to seekers, not to the Samaritan
woman, not to Nicodemus, not to Pilate.

The pastoral rule that follows is uncomfortable and worth saying out loud: the harshest words in the Gospels
are aimed at insiders with power. If we are going to imitate them, the target is us.

"I tried this and they just kept attacking. Am I supposed to take it forever?"

No. Titus 3:9 says avoid stupid controversies, and Proverbs gives permission to disengage.

Help them name what winning looks like: not agreement, but a conversation the other person would be
willing to have again. If a conversation has become one neither person would repeat, ending it is the faithful
move rather than the cowardly one.

"Should I use what I learned on my family at Christmas?"

Almost certainly not the way they are imagining. Family arguments about religion are rarely about religion,
and a table with an audience is the worst possible venue.

Redirect: ask them what would happen if they spent a year being noticeably easier to live with, and said
nothing at all until someone asked. That is the actual strategy, and it is slower and harder than the one they
wanted.
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Part Two: Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer
Lord Jesus, you were patient with people who were slow, and gentle with people who were wrong, and

you saved your hardest words for those who should have known better. Give us your manner as well as
your truth. Keep us from becoming people who are right and unbearable. Amen.

Win
1. Think of a time someone changed your mind about something that mattered. What did they
actually do?

2. Now think of a time someone tried and failed, and made you dig in. What went wrong?

Build
Read aloud: 1 Peter 3:15-16, the whole of both verses.

3. Divide the sentence. Which parts are about what you say, and which are about how you are?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

What you say is a small fraction of it: be prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks a reason for
your hope.

Everything else is manner and condition: reverence Christ as Lord in your hearts, do it with gentleness
and reverence, keep a clear conscience.

Note also what triggers the defense. Someone asks. Peter does not say what prompts the asking, and in
this letter it is often not friendly curiosity: the very next verse has people reviling your good behavior.
What he does tie the defense to is a clear conscience and a life that holds up under hostile inspection.
The pastoral pattern that follows, and it is a pattern rather than a rule the verse states, is that ordinarily
the life comes first, the question second, and the answer third.

4. Read the end of verse 16 again. What is it that actually puts the critics to shame?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

Their good behavior in Christ. Peter does not say the opponents will be shamed by superior arguments.
He says they will be shamed when they revile a life and the life turns out to be good.

This is the load-bearing line of the whole session, and of the course. We have spent five weeks on

arguments precisely so that they can be held lightly and offered when asked, rather than deployed.

Live discovery. Give the group Acts 17:22-31 with one instruction: Paul is at the Areopagus in Athens,
addressing Athenians who brought him there after Epicurean and Stoic philosophers argued with him
in the marketplace. Make a list of what he does NOT do.

5. What is missing from his approach?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

He does not quote Scripture at them, though he knows it better than anyone present. He does not open
by telling them they are wrong. He does not mock the idols, though the text says he was provoked by

Unless Someone Guides Me | Session Six | 5



them.

What he does instead: he compliments their religiousness, starts from an altar they already built, and
quotes their own poets back to them. He builds the case on ground they already occupy.

Then note the ending honestly, because it matters. Some mocked, some deferred, and some believed.
Even done perfectly, this is the normal distribution of results, and your people need to expect it.

6. What would the equivalent be for you, with the specific person you have been praying for since
Session 1?7

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

Let them answer concretely rather than in principle. Push for the actual altar: what does this person
already love, already believe, already long for?

If someone cannot answer, that is the finding. It means they know their friend’s position but not their
friend.

DIG DEEPER: The two verses that contradict each other

Proverbs 26:4 says do not answer a fool according to his folly, lest you be like him. Proverbs 26:5 says answer
a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes.

They sit side by side deliberately. Scripture declines to give a mechanical rule for when to engage, which
means discernment is required and cannot be outsourced.

The Steelman

THE DEPTH This one is aimed at us. Read it in full and let it sit before anyone answers.

The strongest form of the objection.

This course has been a mistake. You have taken a room of ordinary Catholics and handed each of
them enough material to embarrass their Protestant friends, and that is what most of them will do
with it, whatever tonight’s session says. People do not convert because they lost an argument. They
convert because someone loved them and they saw something they wanted.

And there is worse. A person who has been publicly bested does not reconsider; he hardens, and he
now associates the Catholic Church with the experience of being humiliated by someone he used to
like. Six weeks of study have made your people more capable of doing permanent damage than they
were before, and they will do it with a clear conscience because they will be right.

If the aim was souls, the honest course would have been six weeks on prayer, and on becoming the
kind of person whose life raises a question.

7. How much of that is true? And is there an answer?

ANSWER (share after the discussion)

Concede a great deal, and concede it first. Winning arguments rarely converts. Public humiliation
hardens. A newly equipped Catholic is genuinely more dangerous than an unequipped one. Anyone who
has done parish work has watched this happen.

The answer is not that the objection is wrong but that it presents a false choice. 1 Peter 3:15 does not say

Unless Someone Guides Me | Session Six | 6



be good instead of being ready; it says be ready, with gentleness, out of a good life. Peter assumes all
three, and the verse would not need to command readiness if a good life alone always sufficed.

The second answer is about who this is for. Most of your people will never debate anyone. What they
will do is stop being afraid, stop avoiding their own family at Christmas, and stop quietly suspecting that
the Church cannot answer the questions. A Catholic who is not afraid of Scripture is a different person,
and that is worth six weeks even if they never win an argument in their life.

Third, and say this plainly: the objection is right that this material can be used badly, which is why the
course ends here rather than at Session 5. Anyone who takes what they learned and uses it to win has
misunderstood the assignment, and you should say that to their face tonight.

Send

8. Six weeks ago the Ethiopian asked how he could understand unless someone guided him. Who
are you now the guide for? And where do you still need one?

9. What is one thing you will not do with what you have learned here?

The Closing Practice

Go around the room. Each person names aloud the person they have been praying for since Session 1,
and one concrete thing they will do for that person in the next month that is not an argument. Write
them down. Ask someone to check in with the group in a month.

Live It This Week
+ Memorize 1 Peter 3:15-16, both verses, including the conditions.
+ Do the thing you named in the closing practice.
+ Go to confession before you go looking for a conversation.

+ Keep praying for your person by name. You have done it for six weeks; do not stop now.

Closing Prayer

Father, thank you for six weeks in your Word and for everyone in this room. You have given us more
than we knew there was to have. Keep us from using it badly. Make us patient with people who are
where we used to be, and honest about how much we still do not know. Send us to the ones you have
already been working on, and let us be gentle enough not to get in your way. Through Christ our Lord.
Amen.

Memory Verse

“Always be prepared to make a defense to any one who calls you to account for the hope that is
in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence.” 1 Peter 3:15
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Part Three: Leader Reference Card

« Proverbs 15:1, a soft answer

+ Proverbs 26:4-5, the two contradictory instructions

+ 1Peter 3:15-16, the core text and memory verse

+ 2 Timothy 2:24-26, not quarrelsome, correcting with gentleness
+ Colossians 4:5-6, speech seasoned with salt

« Titus 3:9, avoid stupid controversies

+ Ephesians 4:15, truth in love

+ 1Corinthians 13:1-2, all knowledge without love

+ Acts 17:22-31, Paul at Athens (live discovery)

+ Acts 17:32-34, the three responses

+ Acts 8:3], the Ethiopian’s question, carried from Session 1

Catechism: CCC 821, 856, 2471-2474, 2478.

Patristic and later: St. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho. St. Francis de Sales, the Chablais mission.
St. Ignatius of Loyola, quoted at CCC 2478.
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