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Introduction
This fi nal book in a series invites you to examine Catholic belief and practice through the lens of love.

The 5 W’s of Our Catholic Faith: Learning to Love 

completes Liguori Publications’ 5 W’s adult faith 

formation series. The three books in this series build on 

each other to provide a program of faith formation that 

engages the participants progressively in an examina-

tion of the basic tenets of the teaching of Jesus and his 

Church through the lens of the three theological virtues: 

faith, hope, and love. These virtues, which are also divine 

gifts, allow us to share directly in God’s very nature—

thereby enabling us to live lives in greater conformity with 

God’s will and thus attain the eternal life he promises to 

give us (see the Catechism of the Catholic Church 1812–

1813).

The series’ fi rst book, The 5 W’s of Our Catholic Faith 

and How We Live It, focuses on the core content of the 

Catholic faith. It provides the participants with basic in-

formation and the opportunity to refl ect on Church teach-

ing, thus helping them fi nd answers to many of their initial 

questions about the 5 W’s, the who, what, where, when, 

and why of our faith—and how to live it.

The second book, The 5 W’s of Our Catholic Faith: 

Living in Hope, builds on the fi rst. It revisits the teach-

ing of the Church and how we live it, but from a different 

perspective: through the lens of hope, thus helping par-

ticipants see how the grace of God has been at work in 

these areas in their own lives and in the Church through-

out history. This second part of the series leads partici-

pants to a deeper and more personal embrace of their 

faith, better enabling them to connect what they believe 

with what they do, especially in the Eucharist, and fur-

thering their ongoing intellectual and moral conversion.

This third book, The 5 W’s of Our Catholic Faith: 

Learning to Love, invites participants to examine Catholic 

belief and practice through the lens of love, which Saint 

Paul identifi es as the greatest of the theological virtues: 

“So faith, hope, love remain, these three; but the greatest 

of these is love” (1 Corinthians 13:13).

Since sacrifi cial love is God’s very nature, it is also at 

the heart of his plan for our salvation. Faith is the founda-

tion of our hope, and if genuine these lead to love that 

is real and “enfl eshed”—just as God’s love became en-

fl eshed in the person of Jesus Christ. Love is the reason 

for Jesus’ Incarnation and his embrace of the cross for 

our redemption—no mere abstraction, or else we would 

not be saved. Love is also the reason he founded the 

Church and continues to send us forth to bring the Good 

News of Jesus Christ to people who still live in darkness 

and the shadow of death today—that same love “en-

fl eshed” in us. Christian love is not just about warm feel-

ings; it is a commitment that requires death to self.

Taken together, these three volumes have the goal of 

enabling the participants to draw on their faith and God’s 

grace to do just that: to live lives of sacrifi cial love. For 

many people this begins with them taking a more active 

role in the work of the Lord in their parish and in the larger 

community. To do this effectively, they must be familiar 

not only with the teaching of Jesus and his Church, but 

also with the human and social environment into which 

Jesus sends them to undertake the badly needed New 

Evangelization.

God has blessed the Church with many resources to 

help us learn and refl ect upon his will for our lives, in-

cluding sacred Scripture, the Liturgy of the Church, the 

witness of countless saints in every age, the insights 

of theologians and the authoritative teaching of the 

Church’s magisterium. In recent times the teaching of 

the Second Vatican Council—and the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church, which summarizes Church teaching in 
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the light of the council—continue to serve as especially 

helpful guides for us as we bring the teaching of Jesus 

and his Church to bear on the issues we face today.

Among the key teachings of Vatican II that have 

proven especially helpful for people on their own faith 

journey and for the larger mission of the Church are: (1) 

its desire to foster greater love for and knowledge of 

sacred Scripture, (2) its vision of a united and interde-

pendent world, (3) its emphasis on the universal call to 

holiness that should characterize the spiritual quest of 

every human being, and (4) the proclamation of God’s 

kingdom by all believers who work to foster peace and 

justice, forgiveness and healing in today’s world and in 

individual lives. And, as the participants in this third and 

fi nal part of this 5 W’s series will learn, this can only be 

achieved through sacrifi cial love: lives built on faith and 

hope rooted in the very love of God himself.

Bishop Anthony B. Taylor
Diocese of Little Rock

***
Each session in this ten-part study brings participants 

to a deeper level of knowledge and understanding 

about the Catholic faith. The approach used in this se-

ries touches on critical themes and topics in a simple 

yet engaging manner, and offers questions for further 

refl ection and/or discussion. 

Ideally, this resource should be used within a group, 

whether based in the parish, at a retreat center, or in a 

home as part of a small Christian community. This type 

of setting provides a forum for interaction among par-

ticipants, with the opportunity for sharing questions, in-

sights, and experiences with each other. 

This book can also be used by individuals. In this 

case, it would be good to keep a journal to record 

thoughts and refl ections on the questions that follow 

each section. These can be shared with a priest, friend, 

or spiritual director if so desired. 

Whoever you are and in whatever way you use this 

book to take a deeper journey into the Catholic faith, 

you take with you the wisdom of many fellow travelers 

with years of experience and insight. The Catholic faith 

is a multi-faceted jewel. May it illuminate your heart, 

mind, and soul as you discover the richness it has to 

offer.

A note about suggested movies

Catholics have a long history of using virtues to help ori-

ent their lives. However, non-Christians have lived exem-

plary lives as well as they discern how to live lives of jus-

tice and peace. We are encouraged to fi nd where God’s 

kingdom is breaking forth in the world and celebrate its 

coming. Movies are a way to take the message of the 

Gospel to wider audiences. To make for a deeper study 

of the practice of love, especially sacrifi cial love, we 

have included at least one movie suggestion at the end 

of each chapter, in the “suggested resources” portions 

of the participant guide. Some of the fi lms are inspired 

by religious events; others show men, women, and chil-

dren witnessing the virtue of love in their daily lives.

viii
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Notes to Participants:
• Participants should come to class having 

answered the fi ve questions (who, what, 

where, when, and why) as best as they could 

before reading.

• Come having read the material before class, 

underlining, highlighting or circling terms or 

narrative you might have a question about.

• Come with an open mind and heart, ready to 

follow the instructions of the leader.

• Don’t dominate or argue. Listen respectfully 

and know when the answer to a question is 

not to be found in this forum.
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PARTICIPANT
1

The Mystery of the Church:
Our Shared Journey Forward

By Johan van Parys, PhD

WHO created and sustains the Church?

WHAT mysteries of God do we encounter through faith in Jesus?

WHERE and how do we enter into divine life?

WHEN will we fully know and understand divine mysteries?

WHY do we need the sacraments?

Opening Song: “Bring Forth the Kingdom,” by Marty Haugen, or a hymn of your choice

Opening Prayer: Ever-loving God, we thank you for the marvels of creation and for the mystery of salva-
tion. Touch our hearts so we may embrace your unending love for us and enlighten our minds so we may 
better testify to your presence among us. We ask this through Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

Reading: Colossians 1:15–23 (the preeminence of Christ)

Spend a moment in quiet refl ection.

11
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2

SESSION 1
The Mystery of the Church

What Is Mystery?

The word “mystery” has enjoyed different mean-

ings over the course of history. Even today, differ-

ent people use the “mystery” in different 

ways. Etymologically speaking, “mys-

tery” comes from the Greek mysterion, 

meaning “secret rite or doctrine.” Mys-

terion, in turn, is derived from the Greek 

word myein, meaning “to close or to 

shut.” The word “mystery” thus carries 

the notion of “sealed lips” and “closed 

eyes,” implying that those who have been initiated into 

the mystery keep quiet about it, while those who have 

not been initiated are blind to it.

In today’s popular culture, the word “mystery” refers 

to something unknown that needs to be solved. A per-

fect example of this usage is a murder mystery. In this 

kind of book or movie, the lead detective is expected 

to solve the mystery. What makes reading or watching 

a murder mystery so exciting is that it invites the reader 

or viewer to solve the mystery even before the detective 

is able to do so. 

The religious (biblical, theological, and liturgical) use 

of the term is similar to its popular usage, yet differ-

ent. The similarity lies in the fact that in both instances 

the word “mystery” implies that something is hidden or 

is unknown. The difference is twofold: fi rst in popular 

culture we are invited to fi gure it out ourselves, while 

in the religious use of the term the truth is revealed to 

us not as the result of our successful 

breaking of the code but rather as a gift 

bestowed upon us. Second, in popular 

usage once the puzzle has been solved 

there is nothing more to be discovered, 

while in religious usage the mystery is 

never completely revealed.

In the Catholic Church, we use the re-

ligious understanding of the term “mystery” when we 

refer to God, God’s divine plan for us, the sacraments 

as well as the Church itself. 

LOVE in Action
• What do you think of most immediately when 

you hear the word “mystery?”

• Do the differences between our popular and 

religious understanding of mystery make sense 

to you? Explain.

“Mystery” 
implies 

something 
is hidden.
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The Divine Mystery

In the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Bible, the 

word mysterion is used to translate a number of dif-

ferent Hebrew concepts. To give just three examples: 

in Sirach 27:16, mysterion is used to refer to a simple 

secret: “Whoever betrays a secret [mysterion] destroys 

a confi dence, and will never fi nd a congenial friend.” 

Second, mysterion is used in reference to a secret (mili-

tary) plan such as in Judith 2:2: “He summoned all his 

attendants and offi cers, laid before them his secret 

plan [mysterion], and with his own lips 

recounted in full detail the wickedness 

of all the land.” Third, and most impor-

tantly, mysterion is used to refer to God’s 

secret plan. This can be found, for ex-

ample, in the Book of Daniel, chapter 2 in 

the context of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. 

In this instance, mysterion is used to re-

fer to the secret plan that God has for humankind. This 

secret plan or mysterion was revealed by the prophet 

Daniel as he interpreted Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. It is 

important to note that even though Daniel interpreted 

the dream and thus revealed the divine mystery or plan, 

some aspects of it remained unknown and secret.

The usage of the word “mystery” by the Church is 

similar to the one we fi nd in the biblical usage of myste-

rion in the Book of Daniel. The divine mystery or God’s 

plan for our salvation was at fi rst unknown. Gradually 

it has been revealed to us, starting in the Old Testa-

ment, but most especially in its realization through the 

mystery of the Incarnation and the paschal mystery. 

The divine mystery continues to be revealed to us in 

and through the Church. We know, however, that we 

will never comprehend the divine mystery totally until 

all is revealed when we see God face to face at the end 

of time. 

In addition to the divine plan for salvation, God him-

self is a mystery. Better yet, God is mystery itself. This 

means that God is essentially unknown and cannot 

be “researched.” Our knowledge of God is dependent 

upon his self-revelation to us. Examples of this can be 

found throughout the Bible, for example, when God 

spoke to Moses in the burning bush (Exodus 3) or to 

Elijah in the gentle and quiet whisper (1 Kings 19:11–14). 

God’s supreme self-revelation happened in the life, 

death, and resurrection of his Son Je-

sus Christ. By extension, God is also re-

vealed in the sacraments or through the 

Church. Each of these instances gives 

us a glimpse into who God is, without 

ever completely revealing the complete 

mystery of God. The best way to relate 

to God then is not through our mind, 

but rather through our heart, since we can never com-

prehend God completely, but we can love God most 

deeply.

LOVE in Action
• How would you describe the divine mystery?

• Are there biblical images that come to mind 

when you think of the mystery of God or God 

revealing himself to one or more people?

• How do you relate to God? When you pray how 

do you address God?

The divine mystery 
continues to be 
revealed to us 
in and through 

the Church.
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SESSION 1
The Mystery of the Church

Mystery of the Incarnation
and the Paschal Mystery

The mystery of the Incarnation and the paschal 

mystery are the two anchors of the divine mystery 

or God’s plan of salvation for us all.

The mystery of the Incarnation essentially is the fact 

that God adopted our human nature in Jesus. The word 

“incarnation” is derived from the Latin carnis, meaning 

fl esh. Another word for incarnation might be “enfl esh-

ment” or the taking on of the human form. Over the past 

2,000 years, many aspects of this mystery have been 

revealed to us. Thus we know that the baby born to the 

Virgin Mary is indeed the Son of God who became hu-

man so he might open for us the way to salvation. Not 

all has been revealed, though, and some aspects of the 

Incarnation remain a mystery. 

The paschal mystery, the second anchor of our 

faith, in essence is the mystery of the suffering, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The word “paschal” 

is derived from the Greek Pascha, which in turn is a 

translation of the Hebrew Pesah, meaning Passover. 

In Judaism, Passover is the celebration of the transi-

tion of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt to freedom in 

the Promised Land. By the grace of God, the Israelites 

were freed from bondage and death so they might en-

joy freedom and life. 

Christians see this deliverance from slavery to free-

dom as a pre-fi guration of the ultimate deliverance Je-

sus won for us through the paschal mystery of his suf-

fering, death, and resurrection. The Christian Passover, 

or Easter, then celebrates the victory Jesus won over 

death through his willingness to die on the cross. His 

victorious death was the ultimate consequence of his 

radical love for God’s people which fl owed from his un-

dying love for the Father. Through his death and resur-

rection Jesus broke the bondage of death and opened 

the gates to eternal life for all. This in essence is the 

divine mystery or the mystery of our salvation.

The way humans participate in this salvifi c sacrifi ce 

of Jesus is through the sacraments. Through the sacra-

ments of initiation, Christians are incorporated into the 

paschal mystery as they die with Christ in order to rise 

with him again. 

The Sacraments—
Entering Sacred Mysteries

As baptized Christians, the divine mystery of salvation 

is not only revealed to us, we also are incorporated in it 

and benefi t from it through the sacraments of initiation: 

baptism, confi rmation, and Eucharist. Thus the sacra-

ments become our gateway into the mystery of salva-

tion and our entrance into the Church. 

In the Vulgate, the Latin translation of the Bible uses 

the Latin word sacramentum to translate mysterion. 

Thus sacramentum does not only refer to the sacra-

ments or the sacred mysteries but far beyond that to 

the divine mystery itself. 

The root of the word “sacrament” is sacer, mean-

ing sacred. Thus through the sacraments, which are 

our sacred rites, we are incorporated into the sacred 

mysteries. The Latin fathers chose the word sacramen-

tum as translation for mysterion based on its military 

usage. A sacramentum in the Roman Empire was a 

sacred bond between a soldier and his superior which 

was sealed through an oath and a branding. Similarly, 

through the sacraments of initiation we enter into a sa-

cred bond with God through the words that are spoken 

and the sacred signs that are used.

LOVE in Action
• Which is your favorite: Christmas or Easter? 

Why?

• How do you celebrate Christmas? How do you 

celebrate Easter?

• Can you think of an experience in your life that 

both has an oath and a sign, thus making some 

kind of sacramentum?

• Do you recall your initiation into the Church? 

Or maybe you witnessed a baptism? 

What did you think or feel at the time?
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Mystery of the Church 
Revealed in Dialogue 
With World Cultures

The fi rst chapter of the Dogmatic Constitution on the 

Church (Lumen Gentium) promulgated by Vatican 

II holds that the divine mystery of salvation is present in 

the Church because in it and through it Christ is pres-

ent, thus assuring the effi cacy of the 

sacraments. The Church thus is mystery 

because it shares in the divine mystery 

and because through it Christians par-

ticipate in the divine mystery.

An invitation to share in the mystery 

of salvation through membership in the 

mystery of the Church has been issued 

by Catholic missionaries from the start. 

Successful missionaries have effective-

ly used the idioms and language of the 

people to whom they have been sent. Saint Paul is a 

great example of such successful preaching. Not only 

did he use words and idioms that were familiar to the 

Greeks, he also used the local media as he proclaimed 

the Gospel from the areopagus, the speaker’s corner in 

Athens during his time.

The success of the Church throughout the ages has 

been connected with the level of willingness we have 

had to learn about the people we were preaching to and 

our willingness to preach the Good News in their own 

language. The failed attempt at spreading the Gospel 

in China was greatly due to our unwillingness to adopt 

some of China’s theological language and our refusal 

to embrace their sensitivity for their ancestors. On the 

other hand, we have had great success in central Africa 

because we were willing and able to present our liturgy 

in the vocabulary of the African people, including Afri-

can instrumentation, music, and dance.

The mystery of the Church is best revealed when 

we understand the culture we are communicating with 

and when we are willing to use the vernacular of any 

place and time, without abandoning or diluting the 

Gospel message itself. At the opening of the Second 

Vatican Council, Blessed Pope John XXIII said we need 

to “study afresh” and “reformulate in contemporary 

terms” the “immutable doctrine of our faith” if we want 

“our doctrine to be more widely known, more deeply 

understood and more penetrating in its effect.” This 

was not only an invitation to the bishops fi fty years ago, 

it is an invitation to all of us today.

The Mystery of Unity
Within Diversity

The reformulation of the truths of the 

divine mystery in dialogue with our cul-

ture was spoken about by Blessed Pope 

John XXIII as one that necessarily im-

plies an openness to a certain level of 

diversity, while preserving the shared 

essence of the faith.

Some people would have us believe 

that Jesus himself presented us with the 

Bible, the Roman Missal, and the Cat-

echism of the Catholic Church. Granted, 

we do believe that the Scriptures are divinely inspired 

and that both our liturgy and our doctrine have evolved 

under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. However, we 

need to remember that our theology, our liturgy, and 

even our understanding evolved over time. 

In the earliest centuries of the Church, different the-

ologies, different liturgies, and different books of the 

Bible were used in different parts of the Christian world. 

Yet the different communities were united in the divine 

mystery and respected the diversity in which they wor-

shiped and shared the Good News. Even today we have 

remnants of this great example of unity in diversity as 

some of the ancient liturgical rites (for example, the Mil-

anese Rite, the Maronite Rite, etc.) have survived and 

are recognized by the Catholic Church as equal to the 

Roman Rite. 

If we truly believe that the divine mystery of God is 

gradually revealed to us in time and space, then it fol-

lows that the Church—while remaining one, true, and 

Catholic—continues to evolve. It also follows that as we 

preach to an increasingly diverse and complex world, 

the celebration of the mystery of God will become ever 

We need to 
“reformulate in 
contemporary 

terms” the 
“immutable doctrine 

of our faith.” 
POPE JOHN XXIII
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richer in diversity. All this, while Christ as the head of his 

mystical body, the Church holds us all together until at 

the end of time we will all be perfected in him.

LOVE in Action
• How do you think the Church can best spread 

the Gospel in our world?

• What do you think are the contributions of 

Vatican II to the Church and the world?

• Are you familiar with some of the different 

ways in which the Catholic Church 

celebrates Mass?

• Do you believe that we can be one Church but 

with many different liturgical expressions?

Concluding Prayer: Ever-living 
God, Creator of all that is, in your 
goodness you have given us the gift 
of your Son as our paschal mystery. 
Through his death and resurrec-
tion, light has destroyed darkness 
and life has triumphed over death. 
Through our baptism you have ad-
opted us as your sons and daugh-
ters and made us participants in 
his death and resurrection. Inspire 
us to more fully acknowledge your 
tremendous gift, let us live our lives 
more worthy of this gift, and send 
us out into the world to testify more 
vigorously to this gift. We ask this 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, your 
Son, our Passover and our hope, 
who lives with you in the unity of 
the Holy Spirit, one God forever and 
ever. Amen.
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Hannah, Julia Roberts. Friendship is a gift that 
these six “steel magnolias” receive through their life 
struggles. Laughter and tears are found together in 
their remarkable stories of love and loss. 
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