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This Great Mystery

Session 1. Blessed in the Beloved

Before you had done anything at all, you were chosen, redeemed, and sealed: one blessing, in three
movements, all of it in Christ.

What We Found

Paul opens his letter with one enormous sentence of blessing, verses 3 to 14, one of the longest
sentences in the New Testament. We found its hidden structure ourselves: a refrain, 'to the praise of
his glory,’ closes three panels. In the first the Father chooses us before the foundation of the world
and destines us in love to be his sons. In the second the Son gives us redemption through his blood.
In the third the Holy Spirit seals us as the guarantee of our inheritance. The blessing has the shape
of the Trinity, because that is the shape of what God actually did.

We counted the phrase 'in him," 'in Christ,’ 'in the Beloved' appearing again and again, ten times or
more. Nothing God gives comes to us apart from his Son. We also heard something older
underneath Paul's words: the vocabulary God used for Israel at Sinai, chosen, holy, loved, his own
possession, now wrapped around a church of ordinary people in Asia Minor. What Israel was by
covenant, we are in Christ.

And at verse 9 we met a word Paul is going to keep using: 'the mystery.' He told us God has made it
known, that it was set forth in Christ, and that it is a plan for the fullness of time to unite all things in
him. He did not tell us everything. Neither will we, yet. That is what the box below is for.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching on this very passage, St. John Chrysostom lingers over the phrase 'before the foundation of the world.'
He teaches, in substance, that Paul heaps up words because grace has outrun language, and that God chose us
before we existed precisely so that no one could imagine his love was a payment for our merits. God did not choose
us because we were holy; he chose us so that we would become holy. Election is the beginning of our holiness, not a
reward for it.

Homilies on Ephesians, Homily 1. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. If you quietly suspect God tolerates you rather than wants you: his wanting you predates the world, and
predates every reason you could give him not to.

St. Thomas Aquinas, d. 1274

Commenting on this chapter, St. Thomas teaches, in substance, that predestination is entirely gratuitous: God's
choice rests on nothing in us, foreseen or otherwise. But God's plan does not bypass our freedom; it includes it. He
ordains not only the destination but the road, our free acts, our prayers, the graces that carry us. God's choosing
does not crush the will; it is what makes the will's free yes possible at all.

Commentary on Ephesians, chapter 1. Summary of St. Thomas Aquinas' teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. Grace and freedom are not rivals fighting over the same territory.

St. Irenaeus of Lyons, d. c. 202
Our Lord Jesus Christ did, through his transcendent love, become what we are, that he might bring us to be even
what he is himself.

Against Heresies, Book 5, preface.
For the group. This is what it costs, and gives, for God to unite all things in Christ: he does not gather creation from a
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distance. He enters it.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Once a day, read Ephesians 1:3-14 aloud, slowly, as a prayer rather than a study text. Where Paul says 'us,’ let
it mean you.

2. Each evening write one line that begins 'Blessed be God who..." and finish it with something concrete from
that day. Seven lines by next week: your own small berakah.

3. Before next session, write your one-sentence guess in the My Guess box below, fold this sheet closed, and
bring it back. No one will read it until session 9, including you.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 1:3
"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual
blessing in the heavenly places.”

Ephesians 1:3

My Guess

Seal this and do not look at it again until we open it
Paul keeps calling something 'the mystery' in this letter. In one sentence, what do you think the mystery is?

Go Further in the Catechism

e (CCC 1077.the Father as source of every blessing
CCC 257. destined in love to be adopted sons
CCC 600. God's plan includes our free response
CCC 698. the seal as symbol of the Spirit
CCC 1296. confirmation and the Spirit's seal

Before next session. Read Ephesians 1:15-23 before we meet again.
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This Great Mystery

Session 2. The Fullness of Him Who Fills All

Paul's most cosmic sentence lands in the last place anyone expected: on us.

What We Found

Paul's prayer for the Ephesians asks for nothing new. No protection, no success, no stuff. He prays
for eyes: a spirit of wisdom and of revelation, the eyes of the heart enlightened, because everything
has already been given and the task now is to see it. We also noticed that the possession may run
both ways: we have an inheritance in God, and verse 18 hints that God counts his inheritance in the
saints. He is our treasure; we are his.

We found Paul's open Bible. Made him sit at his right hand is Psalm 110:1, the coronation psalm of a
king greater than David, sung for centuries at an empty throne. Put all things under his feet is Psalm
8:6, which is about mankind, crowned with glory and given the dominion Adam fumbled. Paul
claims both at once: Jesus is the enthroned King, and Jesus is the true Man in whom our race's
calling finally comes true.

And we traced the one long sentence of verses 15 to 23 to its landing point. After resurrection,
enthronement, and every power subdued, it does not end on Christ alone. It ends: head over all
things for the church, which is his body, the fulness of him who fills all in all. The ruler of the
cosmos has been given to the Church. Whatever else she is, including your parish on an ordinary
Sunday, she is not an audience. She is his body.

Voices of the Church

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430

Augustine returns again and again to what he calls the whole Christ, the totus Christus: Christ the head and the
Church his body are so joined that they form, in a real sense, one Christ. When the Church prays the Psalms, he
teaches in substance, it is Christ praying in his members; when the head was raised and enthroned, the body
received its own destiny in him. Christ, having bound himself to us, does not will to be spoken of without his body.
Enarrationes in Psalmos (his expositions of the Psalms), a theme running throughout. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's
teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. For anyone who thinks of the Church as an optional extra bolted onto a personal Jesus, Augustine says
gently: you have not yet met the whole Christ.

St. Leo the Great, d. 461

Preaching on the Ascension, Leo teaches in substance that Christ's going up was not a going away: what was
visible of our Redeemer has passed over into the sacraments. The enthronement Paul describes in Ephesians 1:20
did not put Christ out of reach; it changed the mode of his presence, so that the King seated far above every power
now reaches and feeds his body on earth through the mysteries the Church celebrates.

Sermons on the Ascension. Summary of St. Leo the Great's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. The exalted Christ of this passage is not a distant Christ. The right hand of the Father and the parish altar are
connected by his own design.
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St. Joan of Arc, d. 1431

On trial for her life, pressed by her judges about her submission to the Church, the nineteen-year-old Joan
answered, in substance, that about Jesus Christ and the Church she simply knew they were one thing, and that
there was no need to make a difficulty of it.

Acts of her trial (1431), quoted at CCC 795. Summary of St. Joan of Arc's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. A teenager facing execution compressed this whole passage into one sentence. For a generation told to like
Jesus and distrust the Church, her answer refuses the split.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Pray Ephesians 1:17-19 once a day this week for one person, by name, putting their name where the
pronouns go. Do not add requests; pray only that they would see.

2. At Mass this Sunday, at the sign of peace or on the way back from Communion, look at the actual people
around you and say silently: his body.

3. Write Psalm 110:1 on a card or a phone note and read it once a day. You now know why the apostles reached
for that verse so often.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 1:22-23
"and he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his
body, the fulness of him who fills all in all.”

Ephesians 1:22-23

Ready Response

When a friend says: 'I'm into Jesus, just not the Church.'

Paul could not finish one sentence about the exalted Christ without landing on the Church: his body, the fulness
of him (Ephesians 1:22-23).

A head does not go anywhere without its body.

St. Joan of Arc, on trial for her life, said in substance: about Jesus Christ and the Church, they are simply one
thing.

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CCC 669. Christ, as Lord, is head of the Church his Body
e (CCC 792. Christ the head of this Body
e CCC 795. the whole Christ, head and members
e (CCC 830. catholic: the fullness of Christ's body united with its head

Before next session. Read Ephesians 2:1-10 before we meet again.
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This Great Mystery

Session 3. By Grace You Have Been Saved

Dead people do not climb out of graves; God raises them, and then he teaches them to walk.

What We Found

Paul's 'before’ picture is not weakness or bad habits; it is death. And the turn of the whole passage
is two words: But God. Rich in mercy, out of great love, he acted while we were still dead, not after
we improved. Dead people contribute nothing to their own resurrection, which is exactly Paul's
point.

God did to us the same three things he did to Christ: made us alive with him, raised us with him,
seated us with him in the heavenly places. Christ's Easter was not a solo event we watch from the
ground; it already includes us. And the prophet Ezekiel had promised both halves centuries before:
that God would raise the dead, and that God himself would cause the walking that comes after.

Then the famous sentence, and we read all of it. By grace you have been saved through faith, and
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not because of works, so that no one can boast. And
in the same breath: we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. Works are not the cause of our salvation; they
are its purpose. That is Catholic teaching in miniature: no one can earn the first grace, and even our
merits are God's gifts, so boasting stays impossible from start to finish.

The passage begins with us walking in sins and ends with us walking in good works God prepared.
Same legs, new road, and God laid the road.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching through this passage, Chrysostom presses Paul's word dead with full force: a dead man cannot
cooperate in his own resurrection, so the beginning of our salvation is entirely God's doing, and even faith itself is
God's gift, since had Christ not come and called, there would have been nothing to believe. And yet, he insists, God
does not save us the way one moves a stone. Once we are made alive, God asks the living to move.

Homilies on Ephesians, on chapter 2. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For the perfectionist, the first half; for the drifter, the second.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430

Augustine teaches that when God rewards what we have done, he is honoring what he himself accomplished in us:
in crowning our merits, he crowns nothing other than his own gifts. Even the beginning of faith is gift. The Church
still prays in this key in the Preface of the Saints, confessing that in crowning the merits of the saints God crowns
his own gifts.

Letter 194, to Sixtus (in substance). Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. If merit is itself gift, boasting stays impossible, which is exactly the design of the passage.
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St. Théreése of Lisieux, d. 1897
In the evening of this life, I shall appear before you with empty hands, for I do not ask you, Lord, to count my
works.

Act of Oblation to Merciful Love, quoted in CCC 2011.
For the group. If anyone had works to count, she did. Empty hands are not despair; they are accuracy.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Each morning this week, before your feet hit the floor, say Ephesians 2:8 aloud from memory and receive the
day as a gift you did not earn.

2. Do one hidden good work this week and tell no one at all, not even as a funny story. Practice works without
boasting.

3. Take ten minutes of prayer (or bring it to confession if you are due) and thank God for one specific 'But God'
moment in your own story: a time he acted when you could not.

4. Memorize Ephesians 2:8 by Thursday; we will open next session by saying it together.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 2:8
"For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God."

Ephesians 2:8

Ready Response

If a friend says Ephesians 2:8-9 disproves Catholic teaching about good works, you can say:

I agree completely that salvation is by grace, and so does the Catholic Church: no one can earn the initial grace
of justification (CCC 2010).

But read one more verse. Verse 10 says we were created in Christ Jesus for good works God prepared
beforehand. The same sentence that removes works as the cause of salvation restores them as its purpose.

So the Catholic claim is not faith plus my own achievements. It is grace producing both the faith and the works,
so that no one can boast.

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CCC 1996. justification is free, undeserved gift
e (CCC 2001. even our preparation for grace is grace
e (CCC 2010. no one can merit the initial grace of justification

e (CCC 2011. Christ's charity is the source of all merit; quotes St. Thérese

Before next session. Read Ephesians 2:11-22 before we meet again.
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This Great Mystery

Session 4. One New Man

The wall came down so that a temple could go up, and you are part of the masonry.

What We Found

Paul asked his Gentile readers to remember how far outside they once stood: without Christ,
without citizenship, without the covenants, without hope, without God. Then came three words that
change everything: but now, near. Not walked closer by effort, but brought near in the blood of
Christ.

We found that there was a real wall in the Jerusalem temple keeping Gentiles out, with a death
threat carved into it, and that Paul says Christ demolished it. More than that: Paul does not say
Christ made peace, he says Christ IS our peace. Out of two peoples he created one new humanity,
new in kind, and it exists in him.

We put Paul's words next to the prophet Isaiah and discovered Paul was quoting promises
centuries old: peace announced to the far and the near, and a cornerstone laid by God himself. What
happened at the cross is what Isaiah was promising all along.

And we found where the whole passage lands: the demolition was a construction project. Strangers
became citizens, citizens became family, and the family is being built into a holy temple, 'a dwelling
place of God in the Spirit', founded on the apostles, squared to Christ the cornerstone, and still
growing. Stones are not built into a temple alone.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching on this passage, St. John Chrysostom insists that Christ did not simply raise the Gentile to the Jew's level,
as if the Jew stood still and the Gentile climbed. Both were brought into something greater than either had been.
He reaches for the image of a foundry: it is as if two statues, one of silver and one of lead, were melted down
together, and what came out of the furnace was a single statue of gold.

Homilies on Ephesians, Homily 5. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. For anyone in the room who feels like a latecomer to the faith, this lands directly: you were not squeezed
into someone else's finished building; something new was made that includes you by design.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430

St. Augustine loved the image of the cornerstone and returned to it often in his preaching. A cornerstone, he
observes, sits where two walls meet. One wall comes from one direction, the other from another, and they join at
the corner. So Christ joins the wall coming from the circumcision and the wall coming from the uncircumcision:
two peoples, approaching from different histories, meeting in one stone and becoming one building at the point
where he stands.

His Epiphany sermons and expositions of the Psalms. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. Ask the room where the two walls meet in their own parish: the cradle Catholics and the converts, the old
families and the new arrivals. The corner is Christ or the walls never touch.
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St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein), d. 1942

Edith Stein, a Jewish philosopher who became a Catholic and a Carmelite nun, understood her baptism not as an
exit from the Jewish people but as a deeper binding to them, because the Christ she now belonged to was himself a
son of Israel. She deliberately united her fate to theirs under Nazi persecution. Witnesses report that when the SS
came to arrest her at her convent, she took her sister Rosa's hand and said, in substance, come, let us go for our
people. She died at Auschwitz.

Her life and writings; the testimony of witnesses at her arrest. Summary of St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein)'s
teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. The one new man does not erase where anyone came from. Paul's Gentile readers were not asked to stop
being Greek, and Edith Stein did not stop belonging to Israel. The new humanity gathers histories; it does not delete them.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Visit a church building once this week outside of Mass, even for ten minutes. Sit where you can see the altar
and read Ephesians 2:19-22 slowly. Then look around at the actual stones and ask what they are a picture of.

2. Name, honestly and only to God, one person or group you keep on the other side of a wall: someone you have
written off, avoid, or quietly hold in contempt. Take one concrete step toward them this week, a message, a
coffee, a prayer for them by name every day. Not a grand gesture; one stone out of the wall.

3. At Mass this Sunday, when the sign of peace comes, remember verse 14 before you say the words: peace is
not a pleasantry you exchange, it is a person you are both standing in.

4. Memorize Ephesians 2:14 and say it once each morning.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 2:14
"For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility."
Ephesians 2:14

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CCC 756. the Church as God's building on the apostolic foundation, Christ the cornerstone
e (CCC 797.the Church as the temple of the Holy Spirit
e (CCC 2305. Christ 'is our peace'; peace as more than absence of war

e (CCC 839. the Church's unique relationship to the Jewish people

Before next session. Read Ephesians 3:1-21 before we meet again, and pay attention to how the
chapter opens.
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This Great Mystery

Session 5. The Mystery Made Known

The secret gets a definition, and the Church turns out to be heaven's lesson.

What We Found

Paul, a prisoner, refuses to call himself Rome's prisoner: he is Christ's prisoner on behalf of the
Gentiles, and his sufferings are their glory. Then he finally tells us what he means by the mystery:
the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ
Jesus. In Greek all three words begin with 'together with', and one of them Paul apparently had to
invent, because no existing word said what God had done.

The prophets had promised blessing for the nations for centuries, so the fact was never secret.
What was hidden for ages was the shape: full co-inheritance, one body, no lower tier, lodged 'in God
who created all things' before any of it happened. The promise was published; the shape was
sealed.

Verse 10 gave us the largest claim about the Church we have met so far: through the Church, God's
many-colored wisdom is made known even to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places.
Spiritual intelligences learn something of God by watching this body of forgiven people. Your parish
is heavier with meaning than it looks.

Then Paul dropped to his knees and prayed for us: strength in the inner self, Christ dwelling in our
hearts through faith, rooting in love, and being filled with all the fullness of God. His doxology set
the Church beside Christ himself: glory 'in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever
and ever'.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching through this passage, Chrysostom lingers in astonishment over verse 10. The mystery, he teaches, was
hidden not only from human beings but, in its full shape, even from the angels; the heavenly powers themselves
learn the manifold wisdom of God by seeing what God has now done in the Church. What was kept from the eyes of
heaven for ages is displayed among gathered, forgiven people.

Homilies on Ephesians, on 3:8-11. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. When you wonder whether the visible Church really matters, here is a Father of the Church saying that
angels receive instruction through it.

St. Thomas Aquinas, d. 1274

Aquinas asks the obvious objection: how can anything be ‘'made known' to angels, who behold God? His answer, in
substance: the angels knew God's plan in its eternal source, but its concrete unfolding in time, Gentiles made co-
heirs in one body with Israel, they see accomplished through the Church. And the wisdom is called 'manifold’ not
because God has many wisdoms but because his one simple wisdom expresses itself in many ways, across ages,
peoples, and providences.

Commentary on Ephesians, chapter 3. Summary of St. Thomas Aquinas' teaching, not a direct quotation.
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For the group. A satisfying answer to 'why would angels need to learn anything?': knowing the plan in its source is not the
same as watching it happen.

St. Elizabeth of the Trinity, d. 1906

This young Carmelite took Paul's prayer in 3:16-19 with complete literalness: Christ really does dwell by faith in
the baptized heart, so heaven does not wait for death to begin. She described her whole vocation as staying home
with the God who dwells within, recollecting herselfto find the Trinity already present in her soul, and she drew
her very identity from this letter, loving Paul's phrase about living for the praise of God's glory.

Letters and retreat notes. Summary of St. Elizabeth of the Trinity's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. Ephesians 3:14-21 is not rhetoric. A woman about your age built an entire life inside this prayer, and the
Church canonized her.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Pray Ephesians 3:14-21 out loud once a day this week, putting one specific person's name where Paul says
'you'. Kneel if you are able; Paul did.

2. Once this week, when something costs you real time, comfort, or patience, offer it silently 'on behalf of’
someone, the way Paul offered his chains.

3. Before Mass this Sunday, remember verse 10: you are walking into the thing through which God instructs the
heavenly powers. Arrive five minutes early and tell him you know it.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 3:20-21

"Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or
think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen."

Ephesians 3:20-21

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CCC 760. the world created for the sake of the Church
e (CCC 1066. the mystery of God's will, proclaimed and celebrated
e (CCC2214. divine fatherhood, source of human fatherhood
e (CCC 2714. contemplative prayer in the words of Eph 3:16-17

Before next session. Read Ephesians 4:1-16 before we meet, and count how many times Paul
writes the word one.
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This Great Mystery

Session 6. One Body, One Faith, One Baptism

The ascended Christ's victory gifts are people, given so one visible body can grow up into its head.

What We Found

After three chapters of pure gift, Paul finally asked something of us, and it was this: walk worthy of

the calling, and be eager to maintain, not manufacture, the unity the Spirit has already given. Every

virtue he listed, lowliness, meekness, patience, forbearance, is a virtue you can only practice on real
people. The unity he means is the kind with other people in it.

We counted seven "ones" and found the Trinity holding up the list: one Spirit, one Lord, one God
and Father. And we noticed that the list is not made of abstractions. One baptism happens to a
particular person on a particular day, with water. The one body sits beside it with the same solidity.

We chased Paul's Scripture quotation back to its sources and found the surprise of the night: when
the conquering Christ ascended on high, the gifts he handed out were people. Apostles, prophets,
evangelists, pastors and teachers are given to the Church the way God once gave the Levites to his
sanctuary, and they are given for us, to equip the saints and build up the body until we all reach
mature manhood. Since we have visibly not arrived, the gifts have not expired.

And we ended with an anatomy lesson: the body grows from its head and into its head, carried by
every joint and ligament, speaking the truth in love. Truth without love wounds; love without truth
lies; Paul refuses to let us choose.

Voices of the Church

St. Ignatius of Antioch, d. c. 107

Writing to this very church at Ephesus a generation or two after Paul, while being escorted to his martyrdom in
Rome, Ignatius urges the Ephesians to run together in harmony with their bishop, their presbyters attuned to him
like the strings of a lyre, so that in their concord and harmonious love Jesus Christ is sung. For Ignatius, visible
unity around real, named ministers is not bureaucracy; it is the Church's music.

Letter to the Ephesians, ch. 4. Summary of St. Ignatius of Antioch's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. The earliest Christians we can hear after the apostles read Ephesians exactly the way tonight's text pushed
us: unity has a structure, and the structure exists so Christ can be heard.

St. Cyprian of Carthage, d. 258
He can no longer have God for his Father, who has not the Church for his mother.

On the Unity of the Catholic Church, 6.

For the group. Cyprian's blunt sentence lands on tonight's list of ones: the one Father of 4:6 is not reached around the one
body of 4:4 but within it.

St. John Henry Newman, d. 1890
Newman teaches that in this world life shows itself by growth: a living idea, like a living body, does not stay frozen
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at its first moment but develops toward its full stature, and this growth is not corruption but the very sign that the
thing is alive. He applied this to the Church herself, and it helped carry him into her.

An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine. Summary of St. John Henry Newman's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. Verse 13's "until we all attain" means the Church is a body still growing toward maturity; Newman gives us
permission to expect development without fearing it means decay.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Pray daily this week, by name, for one relationship where Christian unity is strained: a Protestant friend, a
family member who has left the Church, a Catholic you find hard to forbear. One decade of the Rosary or one
sincere minute; the point is the name.

2. Write and actually send a note of thanks to one person who has been a gift to you in the sense of verse 11: a
priest, a catechist, a youth minister, the person who first taught you to pray. Two sentences is enough.

3. Practice "speaking the truth in love" once, deliberately: have one honest, kind conversation you have been
avoiding, and prepare for it by praying verse 2 over yourself first, lowliness, meekness, patience.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 4:4-6
"There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call, one Lord,
one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all and in all."”

Ephesians 4:4-6

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CC 813. the Church is one because her source, the Trinity, is one

e (CCC 815. the visible bonds of unity: one professed faith, common worship, apostolic
succession

e (CCC 794. Christ the head provides for the body's growth through his gifts
e (CCC 866. one Lord, one faith, one baptism

e (CCC 1271. baptism is the foundation of communion among all Christians

Before next session. Read Ephesians 4:17-32 before we meet again.
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This Great Mystery

Session 7. Put Off the Old Man

The new selfis a garment God already made; the Spirit who sealed you is a Person your words can
grieve.

What We Found

Paul traced the old way of life to its root, and the root was not behavior but a hardened heart that
darkens the mind. Then he gave us three verbs the Ephesians were taught at their baptism: put off
the old man, be renewed in the spirit of your minds, put on the new man, 'created after the likeness
of God.' The new self is not a self-improvement project. It is the 'one new man' Christ created,
handed to us like a garment.

The garment image turned out to be older than Paul. When we chased it into the prophets, we
found the same scene twice: filthy clothes removed, new clothes given, and in both cases God is the
one doing the clothing. Our part is to stand there, receive, and then wear it. The early Church staged
this literally: candidates for baptism stripped off their old clothes before the water and were
dressed in white after it.

We discovered that 'Be angry but do not sin' is not Paul's invention; it is a word-for-word quotation
of a psalm, and the psalm adds the method: take the anger to bed with God, in silence, before you
take it anywhere else. Paul gives anger a sundown curfew because anger that stays overnight
becomes a residence, and it is exactly there, in an ordinary nursed grudge, that the devil makes his
first named appearance in the whole letter.

The hinge of the night was one clause: do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God. You can only grieve a
person, and only a person who loves. The Spirit who sealed us at baptism dwells with us still, and
Paul's chosen example of what wounds him is the way we talk. The passage ends with two
wardrobes: bitterness, wrath, clamor, slander, and malice onto the floor; kindness,
tenderheartedness, and forgiveness onto our backs, 'as God in Christ forgave you.' That little word
'as' is both our reason and our measure.

Voices of the Church

St. Cyril of Jerusalem, d. 386

Teaching the newly baptized of Jerusalem, Cyril explains the moment in the rite when candidates stripped off their
clothing before entering the water: the stripping itself, he teaches in substance, was an image of putting off the old
man with his practices, so that the one who rose from the font came up clothed anew in Christ. What Paul writes
in tonight's passage, the early Church acted out with actual clothes.

Mystagogical Catecheses, Catechesis 2 (on Baptism). Summary of St. Cyril of Jerusalem's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. For anyone in the room baptized as an infant: your baptism said all of this about you too, even though you
cannot remember the water.

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching through this letter, Chrysostom presses the sundown clause hard. His teaching, in substance: anger
allowed to sleep in the house wakes up as something worse. A quarrel reconciled the same day is a small wound;
the same quarrel nursed across days hardens into settled enmity, and the devil asks for nothing more than the
ground of one unresolved evening. So make peace before the sun sets, while the wound is still small enough to
close.




This Great Mystery | Take-Home 7

Homilies on Ephesians. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. The most actionable line of the night: which sun is going down, again tonight, on which anger?

St. Francis de Sales, d. 1622

On anger, his counsel in substance: it is far easier to refuse anger lodging than to evict it once it has moved in, and
when we do fall, we should correct ourselves calmly and not rage at our own rage, which only doubles the fire. On
the tongue, he teaches that slander is a kind of murder committed at a distance, wounding three at once: the
speaker's own soul, the soul of the willing listener, and the good name of the absent, which is a life a person lives
alongside their life.

Introduction to the Devout Life, Part III. Summary of St. Francis de Sales' teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. Gentleness runs in two directions this week: toward the people you talk about, and toward yourself when
you fail.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. The sundown rule: every evening this week, before you sleep, name to God any anger still in you from the
day. Follow the psalm we found: bring it to your bed with him, in silence, and leave it there. If a specific
reconciliation is needed and safe, take one concrete step toward it before Sunday.

2. One grace-carrying sentence per day: each day, say one deliberate sentence that builds someone up
according to their need, in person or by message. Notice what it does to the room.

3. Get to confession this week or next: bring verse 31's list with you (bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, slander,
malice) and let the sacrament do what willpower has not.

4. The garment prayer: once each morning while you dress, pray one line: 'Lord, I put on the new man you
made; renew my mind today.'

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 4:30
"And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, in whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.”
Ephesians 4:30

Go Further in the Catechism

e (CCC 1265. baptism makes the baptized a new creature, an adopted child of God
CCC 1695. the whole moral life flows from what baptism made us
CCC 698. the seal, a biblical symbol of the Holy Spirit given to believers
CCC 2302. anger: the desire for revenge is illicit; just indignation is not
CCC 2477. rash judgment, detraction, and calumny wound a neighbor's good name
CCC 2842. forgiving as God forgave us is possible only in the Holy Spirit

Before next session. Read Ephesians 5:1-20 before we meet again.
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This Great Mystery

Session 8. Walk as Children of Light

You are not people trying to reach the light; you are light in the Lord, so walk like it.
What We Found

Paul's biggest command, 'be imitators of God,' turned out to rest on identity: 'as beloved children.'
Children carry the family resemblance because of who they already are, and the imitation Paul means is
walkable: love the way Christ loved, giving himself up for us. We chased his phrase 'a fragrant offering
and sacrifice' back to Israel's altar and found that Paul describes the crucifixion as worship, a self-
offering that rose to the Father and was received with delight.

Then the surprise at the center of the night: after listing impurity, coveting, and rotten speech, Paul
names exactly one replacement for all of it. Thanksgiving. All those sins are ways of grabbing; gratitude
is the trained posture of receiving, and the two cannot hold the same heart at once. His word is
eucharistia, the very word the Church took for the Mass.

We watched the grammar of verse 8 do something no rulebook does: not 'you were in darkness' but 'you
were darkness,’ and not 'you are enlightened' but 'you are light in the Lord.' Light is what we are now, by
gift and by participation, which is why the command is simply to walk as what we are. The line Paul
quotes about the sleeper waking may be one of the oldest songs Christians ever sang, and its subject is
what baptism did to every one of us.

The passage ended where it began: a community filled with the Spirit rather than with wine, singing, and
giving thanks always and for everything. Thanksgiving opened the passage as the antidote and closed it
as the atmosphere.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching through Ephesians, Chrysostom notices that Paul does not merely forbid filthy and foolish talk; he names its
replacement. The mouth will be filled with something, and a tongue trained in thanksgiving has little room left for what
is crude or cruel. For him, gratitude in every circumstance, in loss as much as in gain, is the surest sign of a soul that has
understood the gospel. The tradition of the Church remembers that he died on a forced march into exile with
thanksgiving still on his lips: glory to God for all things.

Homilies on Ephesians, on this passage. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. For a generation whose speech is formed by group chats and comment sections, this lands hard: you do not fix a
mouth by emptying it, you fix it by filling it with thanks.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430

Augustine returns again and again to Paul's precision in this verse: the apostle does not say that you were in darkness
but that you were darkness, and he does not say that you are now light, full stop, but light in the Lord. No soul is light by
its own nature. In ourselves we are darkness; in the Lord we are light, the way a thing is bright only while it stands in the
sun. Conversion, then, is not self-improvement achieved by effort but illumination received from Another, and holiness is
not maintaining our own glow but remaining in him.

In substance, from his preaching on Ephesians 5:8 and his teaching on light by participation. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's
teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. This frees the perfectionists in the room: the pressure to generate your own goodness is off, because the light was
never yours to produce, only to stay in.

St. Ignatius of Loyola, d. 1556

When Ignatius taught his companions to examine their conscience each day, the first step he set was not a hunt for sins
but thanksgiving: begin by giving thanks to God our Lord for the benefits received. Only after gratitude has done its work
does the soul look at its failures, and even then in the light of gift rather than of dread. In his letters he went further,
ranking ingratitude among the most abominable of sins and calling it, in substance, the origin of the rest.
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Spiritual Exercises, the General Examination of Conscience; and his letters. Summary of St. Ignatius of Loyola's teaching, not a direct
quotation.

For the group. This is Paul's counter-habit made into a daily practice: whatever you are fighting, the first move each night is to
name the gifts.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Each night this week, before any examination of conscience, name three concrete gifts from the day and thank God
for them out loud. St. Ignatius made thanksgiving the first step of the examen: gratitude first, every time, then the
honest look at failures.

2. Pick the one item from verses 3 and 4 that hooks you most: impurity, coveting, or cutting and crude speech. Every
time you catch yourself at it this week, replace it on the spot with one specific thank-you to God.

3. Once this week, sing. Pray a psalm aloud, or put on sacred music while you drive or clean and actually sing along.
Paul's Spirit-filled community is a singing community, and singing trains the heart faster than thinking does.

4. Paul's word for thanksgiving is the word the Church took for the Mass. Get to one weekday Mass this week if you
can, or at Sunday Mass bring one named gift to offer silently at the offertory. If something tonight stirred the need, go
to confession; the light is for walking in, not for hiding from.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 5:8
"for once you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; walk as children of light"
Ephesians 5:8

Ready Response

A friend says: Christianity is just a purity code designed to make you ashamed of your body. Using
tonight's passage, how would you answer in a sentence or two?

Paul's word to us was not 'be ashamed' but 'you are light'; the demand flows from a dignity, not a disgust.

And his replacement for impurity was not repression but thanksgiving: you fight grabbing by learning to receive
everything, including people, as gift.

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CCC 1216. The early Church called baptism enlightenment: the baptized become sons of light.
e (CCC 1265. Baptism makes a new creature: adopted child of God, member of Christ, temple of the
Spirit.
CCC 1328. The sacrament is called Eucharist because it is an action of thanksgiving to God.
CCC 2638. Every event and every need can become an offering of thanksgiving.

Before next session. Read Ephesians 5:21-33 before we meet. And dig out anything you wrote down for
your sealed My Guess from Session 1: next session, we open them.
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This Great Mystery

Session 9. This Great Mystery

The secret God kept for ages turned out to be a wedding, and you are inside it.

What We Found

We found that verse 21, 'be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ,’ governs the whole
passage. It flows out of the Spirit-filled life Paul described just before it, and the instruction to wives
cannot even be read apart from it. Mutual deference out of reverence for Christ is the ordinary
posture of every Christian, married or not.

We weighed the passage and found the weight lands on the husband: his charge is to love as Christ
loved the Church and gave himself up for her. The only headship this passage describes is
crucifixion-shaped, giving, washing, nourishing, cherishing, and it never once authorizes control. A
husband using this chapter as a weapon is contradicting the only instructions it gives him.

We opened the envelope. Eight weeks of guesses met Paul's own answer: the mystery is Christ and
the Church. All along it has been union, God joining what was separated, and its deepest image is a
marriage. Paul reached back to the first wedding in Eden, the bride built from the side of the
sleeping man, and told us it was always about Christ and his bride. Every marriage since Eden is the
image; the union of Christ and the Church is the original.

And we found what that makes of the Church: not an institution we assess from the outside, but the
bride Christ died for, still being washed, still being loved into splendor. We are members of his
body. The mystery is not something we finally understood tonight so much as something we
discovered we live inside.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching on this very passage, Chrysostom turns to the husbands and, in substance, tells them: you have heard
the measure asked of your wife; now hear the measure asked of you. Love her as Christ loved the Church, which
means: even if you must lay down your life for her, do not refuse. Christ won a bride who had turned her back on
him, and he won her not with threats or fear but by giving himself. A household governed by fear is not a Christian
household; a wife is not a servant but your own body, and no one ever hated his own flesh.

Homilies on Ephesians, Homily 20. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. This lands hardest on anyone tempted to hear the passage as a license: the Church's greatest preacher read
it, sixteen centuries ago, as a demand for the husband's death to self.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430

Augustine teaches that as Eve was drawn from the side of Adam while he slept, so the Church is born from the side
of Christ as he slept the sleep of death on the cross. When the soldier's lance opened his side and blood and water
flowed out, Augustine sees the sacraments by which the Church lives flowing from her Bridegroom's opened heart.
The first wedding in Eden was a prophecy acted out in flesh: the new Adam sleeps, and from his wounded side God
builds the new Eve.
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Tractates on the Gospel of John, in substance. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. For a group that has just read Genesis 2 with their own eyes, this voice confirms what several of them will
already be half-seeing, and it turns the crucifix on the wall into a wedding portrait.

St. John Paul II, d. 2005

St. John Paul II reads this passage with verse 21 as its governing key. The subjection Paul describes, he teaches in
substance, is mutual: a reciprocal self-gift lived out of reverence for Christ, and this mutual subjection is an
innovation of the Gospel, something the ancient world did not have. The husband's headship is real only as self-
gift, modeled on the Christ who gave himself up, and it excludes every kind of domination by which the wife would
become a servant of her husband. Wherever this text has been used to justify control, it has been used against its
own words.

Mulieris Dignitatem 24. Summary of St. John Paul II's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. This gives the group the Church's own modern reading, from a canonized pope, and closes the door on the
fear that Catholicism quietly wants the abusive reading to be true.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Once this week, read Ephesians 5:25-27 slowly and put your own name where the Church is: Christ loved me
and gave himself up for me, to sanctify me, to present me in splendor. Sit with it for five unhurried minutes.

2. Practice verse 21 in secret: pick one person you find genuinely hard to defer to, and do one deliberate,
unannounced act of service for them before we meet again. Tell no one.

3. At Mass this Sunday, as you walk up to receive Communion, remember verse 30: we are members of his
body. Receive as the bride receiving the Bridegroom who gave himself up for her.

4.Ifyou are married or seriously dating: have one honest conversation this week about what 'gave himself up
for her' would concretely look like in your relationship this month. If you are single: pray for one married
couple you know, by name, every day this week.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 5:32
"This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.”

Ephesians 5:32

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CC 766. the Church born from the opened side of Christ
e (CCC 796. Christ and the Church as Bridegroom and bride
e C(CCC 1616. Paul reads marriage in light of Christ's spousal love
e (CCC 1617. baptism the nuptial bath; marriage of the baptized a true sacrament

Before next session. Read Ephesians 6:1-9 before we meet again.
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This Great Mystery

Session 10. Children, Fathers, Slaves, Masters

The masters have a Master, and with him there is no partiality.

What We Found

Paul addressed children and slaves directly, before their fathers and masters, something the moral
handbooks of his world never did. Being spoken to at all was a dignity, and it made the least
powerful people in the house full moral agents whose obedience and work could be offered to
Christ himself. The commandment he quotes to children carries a promise, and Paul quietly widens
it from the promised land to the whole earth: covenant membership, opened to the nations, starting
at the age of obedience. Fathers, who held nearly absolute power under Roman law, got a boundary
and a job: do not provoke, and form your children in the Lord.

Then verse 9. Masters are told to do the same to their slaves, the very good-willed, from-the-heart
service slaves were commanded, and to give up threatening, the one tool that made slavery run.
One word, kyrios, does the heavy lifting: the earthly masters have a Master in heaven, and with him
there is no prosopolempsia, no receiving of faces, no partiality. Every premise slavery rested on is
denied inside five verses, and the Church grew that seed to full height: St. Gregory of Nyssa
attacking slaveholding itself by the fourth century, and the Catechism today forbidding the
enslavement of human beings outright. Ephesians keeps flattening the walls the world calls
permanent, Jew and Gentile, husband and wife, parent and child, master and slave, because the
mystery we unsealed last week, Christ and the Church as one body, cannot have one member
owning another.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching on this very passage to the parents of Antioch and Constantinople, Chrysostom presses verse 4 hard. In
substance he tells fathers: you spare no expense to have your son taught rhetoric and set up in a career, yet you
give no thought to the discipline and instruction of the Lord; you are shaping an orator and neglecting a soul.
Raise the child first for Christ, he urges, train him like an athlete for God, for a child formed in holiness is a greater
legacy than any estate, and everything else you give him will follow rightly from that.

Homilies on Ephesians and his treatise on the right way for parents to bring up their children. Summary of St. John
Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. Most of us are not parents yet, but all of us are deciding right now what we believe formation is for.

St. Gregory of Nyssa, d. c. 395

Preaching on Ecclesiastes' line 'I bought male and female slaves," Gregory turns on the slaveholder in the
congregation. In substance he asks: you have bought a human being; tell me the price. God made this creature in
his own image and appointed him ruler over the earth; who is so arrogant as to think himself the owner of God's
image? What pile of coins did you decide was equal to a human nature? You have condemned to slavery one whose
nature is free, and you have set a price on someone God made priceless.

Homilies on Ecclesiastes, Homily 4. Summary of St. Gregory of Nyssa's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. This is what the seed in verse 9 grew into within three centuries: a bishop attacking not cruel masters but
the owning of persons itself.

St. Josephine Bakhita, d. 1947
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Kidnapped in Sudan at about seven years old, sold and resold, beaten and scarred, she was so traumatized that she
forgot her own name; her captors called her Bakhita, 'fortunate.’ Sold at last into a household in Italy, she came to
know a different kind of master. In the Venetian dialect she called God il Paron, the Master, and Benedict XVI
recounts her discovery in substance: above all the masters who had owned and abused her there was a different
Master, the living Lord, and this Master had himself been flogged, and this Master loved her, awaited her, and
called her his own. Knowing that Master, she said, she was truly free, and she spent the rest of her life as a
Canossian sister telling others they had the same Master.

Her canonization testimony, as recounted by Benedict XVI in Spe Salvi 3. Summary of St. Josephine Bakhita's teaching, not a
direct quotation.

For the group. Bakhita read verse 9 from underneath, and the word she chose for God is the exact wordplay of the verse:
the masters have a Master, and hers was good.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Honor your father and your mother concretely this week: one call, one letter, one real thank-you for
something specific. If that relationship is wounded, your honoring can be a single guarded prayer for them
from whatever distance is safe; that counts, fully.

2. Pick your most invisible task of the week, the dishes, the data entry, the shift no one sees, and do it
deliberately 'as to the Lord and not to men.' Once, on purpose, with attention.

3. Find the one place you hold power over someone and rule by low-grade threat, the sharp tone, the silence,
the hanging deadline, and forbear it for seven days. Replace it once with the good-willed service you would
want from above you.

4. Pray one decade of the Rosary this week for the millions still enslaved today, trafficked and in forced labor,
and for their masters' conversion. St. Josephine Bakhita, pray for us.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 6:9

"Masters, do the same to them, and forbear threatening, knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is
in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him."

Ephesians 6:9

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CC2214-2217.filial honor; obedience belongs to childhood, respect endures for life
e (CC2222-2223. parents must respect and form their children as children of God

e (CCC 1934-1935. all persons share one dignity; discrimination is incompatible with God's
design
e (CCC 2414.the enslavement of human beings is forbidden by the seventh commandment

Before next session. Read Ephesians 6:10-24 before we meet again: the last stretch of the letter,
and the reason Paul has kept glancing upward all along.
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This Great Mystery

Session 11. Stand Therefore

The armor God tells you to put on is the armor God himself wears, and the war it equips you for is
already won.

What We Found

The letter's five commands to walk ended tonight in a new posture: stand. Four times in four
verses, and never once attack or conquer, because Christ is already enthroned far above every
power (1:21). Our orders are to hold ground he already took.

The enemy was finally named, and it is never flesh and blood. No human being, however hostile, is
ever on the list; the real foe is spiritual, personal, scheming, and already defeated. Which means the
people who hurt us are hostages to fight for, not enemies to fight against.

We split into teams and traced each piece of the armor back into the Old Testament, and made the
session's great discovery: in the prophets and in the book of Wisdom, this is God's own armor and
his Messiah's own equipment, down to the very Greek word for 'whole armor.' Paul is not saying
'gear up like a soldier.' He is saying God has handed you what he himself wears, which the Fathers
read as handing you Christ.

Only one piece is a weapon: the sword of the Spirit, the word of God, and the word Paul uses means
a word spoken aloud. Jesus fought the desert temptations exactly that way, with quoted Scripture
on his lips. Every memory verse from this study is a sword you now carry.

Prayer is not a seventh piece of armor; it is how the whole armor is worn, at all times, in the Spirit,
for all the saints. Even Paul asked for prayer, in chains, for boldness to keep proclaiming the
mystery of the gospel: the letter's great word, one last time, from a prisoner. And the letter closed
where it began, with grace, blessing everyone who loves the Lord Jesus with love undying.

Voices of the Church

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407

Preaching on this passage, Chrysostom insists that no human being is ever the Christian's enemy. The people who
wound us, oppose us, even persecute us, are not the foe; they are captives of the foe, and the fitting response to a
captive is pity and rescue, not hatred. The war is real, he says, but it is aimed entirely past flesh and blood, at the
powers who hold flesh and blood hostage.

Homilies on Ephesians, on 6:10-13. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. For a generation trained by the internet to treat disagreement as combat, this reframes every hostile person
in their life as someone to fight for, not against.

St. Athanasius, d. 373

In his life of the desert father St. Anthony, Athanasius records Anthony's teaching that the demons are defeated
enemies: real, malicious, and busy, but stripped of their power by Christ, so that their chief weapons are noise,
illusion, and fear. A life anchored in prayer, fasting, and the sign of the cross gives them nothing to grip, and the
Christian who knows Christ's victory can treat their terrors with something close to contempt.

Life of Antony. Summary of St. Athanasius' teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. This is the balance the session needs: the enemy is real enough to arm against and defeated enough that fear
of him is never Christian.
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St. Alphonsus Liguori, d. 1787

Alphonsus teaches, in substance, that prayer is the one weapon no Christian can survive without: God has attached
the grace to conquer temptation to the act of asking for it, so that the one who prays will certainly stand and the
one who abandons prayer will certainly fall. His famous maxim runs to the effect that the saved are those who
prayed and the lost are those who did not.

The Great Means of Prayer. Summary of St. Alphonsus Liguori's teaching, not a direct quotation.

For the group. This lands directly on 6:18: the armor is worn 'praying at all times,' and Alphonsus explains why Paul
refuses to separate the two.

Live It This Week

Practices

1. Pray the armor on each morning as you get dressed: name each piece out loud and ask for it, belt of truth to
sword of the Spirit. It takes two minutes and it reframes the whole day as held ground.

2. Name your most recurring flaming dart, the accusation or temptation that lands most often, and choose one
memory verse from this study to say out loud when it hits. Write it on a card and keep the card where the dart
usually finds you.

3. Pick one person in the line beside you and pray for them by name every day this week, the way Paul asked
the Ephesians to pray for him. Tell them you are doing it.

4. Read the whole letter of Ephesians in one sitting before Sunday, out loud if you can; it takes about twenty
minutes. Watch how differently the word 'mystery’ lands now.

5.If it has been a while, go to Confession this week. The sacrament is where ground the enemy took gets
handed back.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 6:11
"Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil."
Ephesians 6:11

Go Further in the Catechism
e (CCC409. all human life is a battle with the powers of darkness
CCC 391-395. Satan a fallen angel; real, personal, limited
CCC 2851. 'evil' in the Our Father is a person, the evil one
CCC 2725. prayer is a battle
CCC 1237. baptism includes renouncing Satan

Before next session. There is no next session: the study is complete. Read the whole letter of
Ephesians in one sitting this week, from the blessing before the foundation of the world to the love
undying, and thank God for what he showed you in it.



