
The Catholic Bible School’s response to Misericordia et Misera 

 

Introduction 

In November 2016, Pope Francis published Misericordia et Misera as an Apostolic Letter to 

mark the end of the Holy Year of Mercy.  In the text the Pope exhorts us to, ‘look to the future 

and to understand how best to continue, with joy, fidelity and enthusiasm, experiencing the 

richness of God’s Mercy.’  1

 

One of his specific recommendations to the Church was to take a Sunday annually to focus on 

the Scriptures, ‘It would be beneficial if every Christian community, on one Sunday of the 

liturgical year, could renew its efforts to make the Sacred Scriptures better known and more 

widely diffused.  It would be a Sunday given over entirely to the word of God, so as to 

appreciate the inexhaustible riches contained in that constant dialogue between the Lord and 

his people.  Creative initiatives can help make this an opportunity for the faithful to become 

living vessels for the transmission of God’s word.’   It is this specific passage from the document 2

that is the inspiration behind the development of a Bible Weekend by the Catholic Bible School 

(henceforth CBS). 

 

The CBS has launched the “Bible Weekend”, offered to Catholic Parishes to support Bible 

engagement in parishes and be a direct, practical response to Pope Francis’s call.  A pilot Bible 

Weekend was held in July 2017, in a parish on the South coast of England, in the Catholic 

Diocese of Arundel and Brighton, and this report evaluates the Bible Weekend as a response to 

Misericordia et Misera using the following criteria. 

 

In section 7 of Misericordia et Misera, Pope Francis states, ‘I greatly desire that God’s word be 

increasingly celebrated, known and disseminated, so that the mystery of love streaming from 

the font of mercy may be ever better understood.’   This research asks if parishioners Bible 3

knowledge is increased, did the programme provide elements of Scripture celebration, and is 

the Bible Weekend effective at disseminating the Scriptures by investigating if Biblical 

confidence is increased and desire to talk about and engage with the Scriptures is also 

improved. 

 

1  Pope Francis, Misericordia et Misera, Apostolic Letter, (CTS, London, November 2016) sec.5 
2  Pope Francis, Misericordia et Misera, Apostolic Letter, (CTS, London, November 2016) sec.7 
3  Pope Francis, Misericordia et Misera, Apostolic Letter, (CTS, London, November 2016) sec.7 

 



Literature Review 

 

Pope Francis’s exhortation to dedicate time to the Scriptures builds on a similar exhortation by 

his Papal predecessor Pope Benedict who wrote, “I wish once more to encourage all the People 

of God, pastors, consecrated persons and the laity, to become increasingly familiar with the 

sacred Scriptures. We must never forget that all authentic and living Christian spirituality is 

based on the word of God proclaimed, accepted, celebrated and meditated upon in the Church. 

This deepening relationship with the divine word will take place with even greater enthusiasm if 

we are conscious that, in Scripture and the Church’s living Tradition, we stand before God’s 

definitive word on the cosmos and on history.”  4

 

The current context of Biblical engagement and literacy amongst people in England and Wales 

is low and declining.  A 2014 research project by the Bible Society discovered that, ‘Bible 

literacy is falling through the generations.  And that, while many of us place great value in this 

classic book, little is being done that will halt the decline.’  5

 

And yet, the Bishops of England and Wales and Scotland in their own 2005 document, the Gift 

of Scripture, recognised that ‘Wherever people have engaged prayerfully with the Scriptures, 

their faith has been deepened as a consequence.’   Hawkins and Parkinson’s research shows 6

that, ‘Nothing has greater impact on spiritual growth than reflection on Scripture.  If churches 

could do only one thing to help people at all levels of spiritual maturity grow in their relationship 

with Christ, their choice is clear.  They would inspire encourage and equip their people to read 

the Bible - specifically to reflect on Scripture for meaning in their lives.’   Cole and Ovwigho 7

demonstrate in their research, ‘engaging [with] Scripture produces a more proactive faith among 

Christians.’   they more boldly state a little later in the document, ‘Engaging the Bible most days 8

of the week is critical to grow in the Christian faith.’  Dei Verbum, also states that Sacred 

4  Pope Benedict, Verbum Domini, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation (2010), 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben-xvi_exh_20100930_verbum-do
mini.html#CONCLUSION  sec.121 
5  Bible Society, Pass it on Report, (Bible Society, Swindon, 2014) 
http://www.biblesociety.org.uk/press/uploads/final-copy-of-Pass-it-On-research-report_02070706.pdf p.10  
6  Catholic Bishops Conference of England and Wales and of Scotland, The Gift of Scripture, (CTS, London, 2005) 
sec.80 
7  Hawkins, Greg & Parkinson Cally, Move for Church Planters, (Willow Creek, 2012) p.13 
8  Cole, A & Ovwigho, P, Bible engagement as the Key to Spiritual Growth A research synthesis, (2012), 
http://www.backtothebible.org/files/web/docs/cbe/Research_Synthesis_Bible_Engagement_and_Spiritual_Growth_
Aug2012.pdf Executive Summary [accessed 8.8.17] 

 



Scripture, ‘provides the strength of faith, the food of the soul and the pure and eternal source of 

spiritual life.’  9

 

The Bible Weekend is an attempt by the Catholic Bible School to help facilitate spiritual growth 

by enabling and encouraging parishioners to engage with Sacred Scripture. 

 

Methodologies and Methods 

The Bible Weekend took place on the 21-23 July 2017.  A paper survey was placed on the 

pews for parishioners to complete, if they chose to, at all Masses in the parish two weekends 

prior to the Bible Weekend.  A brief, creative announcement about the Bible Weekend also 

accompanied the request to complete the questionnaires.  A further questionnaire was delivered 

using the same method the weekend directly following the Bible Weekend. 

 

The questionnaires asked participants about their confidence using the Bible for prayer, how 

knowledgeable about the Bible they would say they are and how confident they were to talk 

about the scriptures - these questions were repeated on the before and after questionnaires to 

see if there was any improvement in the scores as participants were asked to score themselves 

on a continuum from one to ten.  Further questions asked about their intention to participate in 

the Bible Weekend (on the before questionnaire) and about which Bible Weekend activities they 

participated in (on the after questionnaire).  Both questionnaires asked for age and gender 

information and the after questionnaire also asked if the Bible Weekend helped them to know 

the Scriptures better. 

 

Participants at the evening session on the Friday and the Workshops on Saturday morning were 

also asked to offer an evaluation by placing balls in buckets corresponding to their answers to 

these statements: 

● My understanding of the Bible has increased. 

● I am more likely to read the Bible now. 

There were three buckets labelled, Not Really, A Little, A Lot - participants were asked to place 

a ball in the bucket that corresponded with their answer. 

 

9  Pope Paul VI, Dei verbum, Dogmatic Constitution, (Vatican Website, November 18, 1965)  
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651118_dei-verbum_en.ht
ml sec.21 

 



On the tables during the Friday evening and Saturday Morning Workshops, cards asking for 

quotes were also available for participants to leave comments (these comments are recorded in 

Appendix 1).  Time did not allow for any other survey or other methodological approaches. 

 

In total 237 people answered questions on the before questionnaire and 163 people answered 

questions on the after questionnaire.  Not all respondents answered all questions.  On the 

before questionnaire respondents were asked if they intended to come to the Bible Weekend 

activities and on the after questionnaire they were asked which Bible Weekend activities they 

came to, if any.  When you remove the data of those who said they were not coming to the Bible 

Weekend on the before questionnaire that leaves 62 respondents.  On the after questionnaire 

when you exclude the normal weekend parish activities of Mass and Adoration and those who 

said they did not attend that leaves 40 respondents.  It it this second, smaller set of data, of 

those who intended to and those who actively participated in the Bible Weekend where there is 

some useful data to assess the impact of the Bible Weekend.  

 

Results 

The results are organised using the criteria questions highlighted in the Introduction. 

 

● Did parishioners Bible knowledge increase? 

 

The Bible Weekend programme provided a number of teaching slots and workshops over the 

weekend aimed at increasing parishioners Biblical knowledge.  Comparing the responses of 

those that intended to come to against those that said they came the data suggests that there is 

a small increase of knowledge and a greater increase of understanding.  Participants were 

asked to score themselves out of 10 and Table 1 shows the average scores. 

 

Table 1 

How knowledgeable about the Bible would you say you are? 

Before: All Respondents 5 After: All Respondents 5 

Before: Intend to come 5 After: Said they came 6 

 

 



The following statement was posed to participants at the end of the sessions, the buckets and 

balls, with the statement, were placed in the corridor that leads from the Hall to the exit door to 

allow for some degree of anonymity.  The numbers in Table 2 demonstrate how many balls 

were placed in each bucket. 

Table 2 

My understanding of the Bible has increased. 

 
Friday Night Proclaim! Worshop 

Story of Salvation 

Workshop 

Not Really 0 1 0 

A Little 17 9 7 

A Lot 14 5 6 

 

 

● Is the Bible Weekend effective at disseminating the Scriptures?  Did parishioners Biblical 

confidence increase?  Was there increase of desire to talk about and engage with the 

Scriptures? 

 

Part of the delivery content of the Bible Weekend included encouragement to speak about faith 

and the Scriptures in daily life.  Again you can see there is a small increase in confidence in 

speaking about the Scriptures for those who attended.  Once again, Tables 3 and 4 reflect the 

average score for participants who marked themselves out of 10. 

 

Table 3 

How confident are you to talk about the Scriptures? 

Before: All Respondents 4 After: All Respondents 4 

Before: Intend to come 5 After: Said they came 6 

 

Equally, confidence in praying with the Scriptures also increased for those who came. 

 

 



Table 4 

How confident do you feel using the Bible/Sacred Scripture to pray? 

Before: All Respondents 6 After: All Respondents 6 

Before: Intend to come 6 After: Said they came 7 

 

When asked after the Friday Session and the Saturday workshops (using the buckets and balls 

method) if participants were more likely to read the Bible, there was, again, a positive response. 

 

Table 5 

I am more likely to read the Bible. 

 
Friday Night Proclaim! Worshop 

Story of Salvation 

Workshop 

Not Really 0 1 0 

A Little 7 6 3 

A Lot 11 5 8 

 

 

● Did the programme provide elements of Scripture celebration? 

 

The Bible Weekend programme provided a number of opportunities for Scripture Celebration. 

Obviously, within the context of the Celebration of the Eucharist, the Scriptures received 

significant attention in the homily and in the short inputs the CBS team gave at the Masses over 

the Bible Weekend.  The Friday evening gathering focused on the dynamic teaching of a 

Biblical Overview and concluded with a reverent Biblical prayer using the “Father’s Love Letter”, 

(see Appendix 2).  The Proclaim! Workshop celebrated the proclamation of Scripture and taught 

skills and developed understanding for those who are Ministers of the Word.  The Story of 

Salvation Workshop gave a Biblical Overview in more depth and was a celebration of the 

mystery of revelation through the Scriptures.  The Lectio Divina prayer time, was a moment of 

great personal engagement with the Scriptures for those who attended.  As Pope Francis said, 

‘Initiatives of this sort would certainly include the practice of lectio divina, so that the prayerful 

 



reading of the sacred text will help support and strengthen the spiritual life’.   Although unable 10

to hold the Saturday Night Gathering on the pilot weekend the programme focuses on an 

evening celebration with a meal and a dramatic and prayerful presentation of the parable of the 

Sower.  The Sunday Picnic was a lovely parish celebration with all ages gathered together to 

share food, scripture and games.  

 

Discussion 

 

The CBS have used a canonical narrative theological approach in the content and delivery of 

the Bible Weekend, as Graham, Walton and Ward describe the process, ‘it invites the Christian 

to develop a habitus, or way of life, through which the story of Jesus continues to be told in the 

life of the story-shaped community of the Church.’  11

 

The focus of the Biblical storytelling that the CBS team engage in over the Bible Weekend is 

one where the Scriptures are explained in light of the Gospel narrative of Jesus’ life, death and 

resurrection, ‘key to interpreting not only the rest of Scripture but also the unfolding events of 

human history.’   When the CBS do this, they do it well.  Employing creative and dynamic 12

methods to help engage participants in the big story.  

 

Regular opportunities for prayer, worship and celebration of the Eucharist throughout the Bible 

Weekend allow participants to ‘enter into the story of Jesus.’   The programmatic elements of 13

liturgy, prayer, input and gathering around meals embrace’s Loughlin’s concept of narrative 

theology regarding “Eating the Word”.   The CBS stresses in the input and in the method of 14

delivery that parishioners ‘are not simply witnesses of the story but characters within in.’  15

 

Feedback from parishioners over the course of the Bible Weekend was asked for on written 

cards, some of this feedback demonstrates the effectiveness of the Bible Weekend and the 

canonical narrative approach for participants.  One such participant wrote how they enjoyed, 

“hearing how the story of the Bible is a story of grace.”  Another participant commented, “I enjoy 

your last words, like, ‘next steps - go in do it - tell people about Jesus!’  And all presentation was 

10  Pope Francis, Misericordia et Misera, Apostolic Letter, (CTS, London, November 2016) sec.7 
11  Graham, Walton, Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods, (SCM, London, 2005) p.78 
12  Graham, Walton, Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods, (SCM, London, 2005) p.78 
13  Graham, Walton, Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods, (SCM, London, 2005) p.79 
14  Loughlin, Gerard, Telling God's Story: Bible, Church and Narrative Theology, (CUP, Cambridge, 1996) Chapter 8 
15  Loughlin, Gerard, Telling God's Story: Bible, Church and Narrative Theology, (CUP, Cambridge, 1996) p.223 

 



wonderful”.  A number of participants commented that they were inspired to read their Bibles 

like this person, “Well informed, relaxed and well presented.  I shall read my Bible more in order 

to increase my faith.” 

 

Like many that adopt a canonical narrative theological approach the method is limited in its 

ability to speak beyond the Church.  To a multi-faith audience the presentations and programme 

of the Bible Weekend would need much adaptation to embrace a more diverse group.  As the 

CBS only, currently, markets the Bible Weekend to Catholic parishes there is little need for them 

to adapt at present. 

 

In Misericordia et Misera Pope Francis desired ‘the faithful to become living vessels for the 

transmission of God’s word.’   Did the Bible Weekend achieve this? 16

The survey results suggest that there was some movement in this direction for those who 

actively took part but it would be overly bold to suggest the fullness of the Pope’s statement had 

been achieved. 

 

The survey results suggest a need for parishes to generate enthusiasm for the Bible Weekend 

before the event, as the evidence suggests that parishioners who do actively get involved 

experience a positive growth in biblical knowledge, understanding and confidence.  As one 

participant commented, “Thanks, inspiring talk I feel I want to read more - maybe I should buy a 

more up to date Bible.”  Whilst another commented they enjoyed, “the overview of Bible 

characters.  It has made me think that I could read the bible.  I will start this evening.”  The 

research cited in the Literature Review section of this report highlighted the significance of 

engaging with Scripture for spiritual growth; the Bible Weekend seems to be at least a stepping 

stone for parishioners to develop a more biblical faith. 

 

The CBS Bible Weekend webpages have a section entitled “5 reasons why you need a Bible 

Weekend.”  This section highlights some of the rationale the CBS has behind the Bible 

Weekend.  It naturally references the extract from Misericordia et Misera regarding taking a 

Sunday to celebrate the Scriptures.  It claims the Bible Weekend could be a “mountaintop 

experience” for parish communities.  It quotes Vatican II,  in Dei Verbum, it states  the Church is 

“to provide the nourishment of the Scriptures for the people of God, to enlighten their minds, 

strengthen their wills, and set their hearts on fire with the love of God.”   The Bible Weekend 17

16  Pope Francis, Misericordia et Misera, Apostolic Letter, (CTS, London, November 2016) sec.7 
17  Pope Paul VI, Dei verbum, Dogmatic Constitution, (Vatican Website, November 18, 1965)  

 



certainly aims in this direction and the survey results would suggest some success.  The 

webpage also references food and a eucharistic model of gathering around meals.  Finally it 

says the Bible Weekend is both “mission and maintenance”, by feeding those within the Church 

so that they are able to go to those outside the Church. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Although the survey results show a relatively small improvement in scores for those who 

attended the Bible Weekend, there was, at least, some movement for people in their 

knowledge, understanding and confidence of using the Bible.  The written comment cards 

demonstrated a good incentive to read the Bible for participants. 

 

The CBS would do well to stress the benefits of Biblical engagement to the life of faith in their 

preparatory work with parishes and to do what they can to support parishes in their preparation 

and advertising for a Bible Weekend. 

 

The CBS, through the Bible Weekend, has been modestly successful in achieving its own aims 

and those set out in Misericordia et Misera. 

 

Appendices 

1. Comments from cards completed by participants 

2. Copy of prayer used at Friday night gathering - Father’s Love Letter 

 

  

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651118_dei-verbum_en.ht
ml sec.23 

 



Appendix 1 - Comments from Quote Cards 
 
Participants were asked this question, “What did you enjoy about this part of the Bible Weekend?” and 
asked to write their comments on postcards which were on their tables.  The comments are copied here 
as written on the cards and not corrected for spelling and grammar. 
 

1. “The overview of Bible characters.  It has made me think that I could read the bible.  I will start 
this evening.” 

2. “Thanks inspiring talk I feel I want to read more - maybe I should buy a more up to date Bible 
rather than the one I have with tiny writing.” 

3. “Well informed, relaxed and well presented.  I shall read my Bible more in order to increase my 
faith.” 

4. “I enjoy your last words, like, next steps - go in do it - tell people about Jesus!  And all 
presentation was wonderful.” 

5. “Quite informal, relaxed presentation.  Participation encouraged in a way that was not 
intimidating.  Encouragement to spend more time reading the Bible.” 

6. “Hearing how the story of the Bible is a story of grace.  Opening myself to the Bible.  Lovely to 
have the evening led by the laity.” 

7. “I really enjoyed the story’s of Moses leading the Isralites over the red sea.” 
8. “I really enjoyed the Friday evening of the Old testament put in chronological order.  It certainly 

clarified it for me.  Thank you.” 
9. “It made me smile and it also brought a tear.  In other words I was moved. X” 
10. “Participation in the Bible Journey.” 
11. “Enjoyable, energetic enthusiastic and enlightening” 
12. “Helped to see the Bible as a ‘grown up’ even in my 70th years!  Also to appreciate the 

significance of the history / timeline.  Over the years I’ve come to also love the writings in the Acts 
of the Apostles and I’m now encouraged to read more.  Thank-you.” 

13. “Well done Sarah, that was great :) I loved hearing you talk about these people & stories in your 
own way, brilliant!  I loved hearing Sarah & David talk about the Bible, their love for the scriptures 
shone through!” 

14. “It has been a wonderful workshop - the Story of Salvation!  I would like to have more 
opportunities like this one!  Thank you Sarah!” 

15. “Really helpful to have this overview of the Story of Scripture and some really helpful discussion 
around our table.” 

16. “The relaxed cheerful humorous atmosphere.  Working in a group.  The quiz, the structure being 
specific eg how to read.  Exchange of experience and opinions.  Having handouts to take away. 
Good to be able to look at recommended books - will definitely look for those.  Good for 
information but also very good on how to do it and how it feels.” 

17. “Openly sharing with others our weaknesses and strengths and understanding - reinforced 
understanding with current practise.  Non confrontational - very relaxed presentation - Thank 
you.” 

18. “Nice Mass and a great whistle stop tour of the chronology.  Well done!” 
19. “I have enjoyed listening the presentation done by David.  Thank you also for the Bible Overview 

handouts.” 
20. .Coming together, Presentation, Cakes, Sharing stories 
21. “The drama illustrating the bible story” 
22. “I loved hearing David speak about the Bible, and his love for it shone through!  Thank you both & 

Molly!!” 
  

 



Appendix 2 - The Father’s Love Letter 
 
My Child, 
You may not know me, but I know everything about you. Psalm 139:1 I know when you sit down and 
when you rise up. Psalm 139:2 I am familiar with all your ways. Psalm 139:3 Even the very hairs on your 
head are numbered. Matthew 10:29-31 For you were made in my image. Genesis 1:27 In me you live 
and move and have your being. Acts 17:28 For you are my offspring. Acts 17:28 I knew you even before 
you were conceived. Jeremiah 1:4-5 I chose you when I planned creation. Ephesians 1:11-12 You were 
not a mistake, for all your days are written in my book. Psalm 139:15-16 I determined the exact time of 
your birth and where you would live. Acts 17:26 You are fearfully and wonderfully made. Psalm 139:14 I 
knit you together in your mother's womb. Psalm 139:13 And brought you forth on the day you were born. 
Psalm 71:6 I have been misrepresented by those who don't know me. John 8:41-44 I am not distant and 
angry, but am the complete expression of love. 1 John 4:16 And it is my desire to lavish my love on you. 
1 John 3:1 Simply because you are my child and I am your Father. 1 John 3:1 I offer you more than your 
earthly father ever could. Matthew 7:11 For I am the perfect father. Matthew 5:48 Every good gift that 
you receive comes from my hand. James 1:17 For I am your provider and I meet all your needs. Matthew 
6:31-33 My plan for your future has always been filled with hope. Jeremiah 29:11 Because I love you 
with an everlasting love. Jeremiah 31:3 My thoughts toward you are countless as the sand on the 
seashore. Psalm 139:17-18 And I rejoice over you with singing. Zephaniah 3:17 I will never stop doing 
good to you. Jeremiah 32:40 For you are my treasured possession. Exodus 19:5 I desire to establish you 
with all my heart and all my soul. Jeremiah 32:41 And I want to show you great and marvelous things. 
Jeremiah 33:3 If you seek me with all your heart,you will find me. Deuteronomy 4:29 Delight in me and I 
will give you the desires of your heart. Psalm 37:4 For it is I who gave you those desires. Philippians 2:13 
I am able to do more for you than you could possibly imagine. Ephesians 3:20 For I am your greatest 
encourager. 2 Thessalonians 2:16-17 I am also the Father who comforts you in all your troubles. 2 
Corinthians 1:3-4 When you are brokenhearted, I am close to you. Psalm 34:18 As a shepherd carries a 
lamb, I have carried you close to my heart. Isaiah 40:11 One day I will wipe away every tear from your 
eyes. Revelation 21:3-4 And I'll take away all the pain you have suffered on this earth. Revelation 21:3-4 
I am your Father, and I love you even as I love my son, Jesus. John 17:23 For in Jesus, my love for you 
is revealed. John 17:26 He is the exact representation of my being. Hebrews 1:3 He came to 
demonstrate that I am for you, not against you. Romans 8:31 And to tell you that I am not counting your 
sins. 2 Corinthians 5:18-19 Jesus died so that you and I could be reconciled. 2 Corinthians 5:18-19 His 
death was the ultimate expression of my love for you. 1 John 4:10 I gave up everything I loved that I 
might gain your love. Romans 8:31-32 If you receive the gift of my son Jesus, you receive me. 1 John 
2:23 And nothing will ever separate you from my love again. Romans 8:38-39 Come home and I'll throw 
the biggest party heaven has ever seen. Luke 15:7 I have always been Father, and will always be 
Father. Ephesians 3:14-15 My question is… Will you be my child? John 1:12-13 I am waiting for you. 
Luke 15:11-32 
 
Love, Your Dad, Almighty God, Abba 
 
F A T H E R ’ S L O V E L E T T E R An intimate message from God to you. © 1999 Father Heart 
Communications - FathersLoveLetter.com - Please feel free to copy & share with others.  
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