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SESSION 3 – WHAT IS FAITH  

 

PART 1 –  BREAKING OPEN THE WORD  (29TH  SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME) 

 

CHECK-IN FROM LAST SESSION 

Questions, comments, concerns (in person and online) 

MATTHEW 22.15-21 (TAXES) 

 
15 Then the Pharisees went and 
plotted to entrap him in what he 
said. 16 So they sent their disciples to 
him, along with the Herodians, 
saying, “Teacher, we know that you 
are sincere, and teach the way of God 
in accordance with truth, and show 
deference to no one; for you do not 
regard people with partiality. 17 Tell 
us, then, what you think. Is it lawful 
to pay taxes to the emperor, or 
not?” 18 But Jesus, aware of their 
malice, said, “Why are you putting 
me to the test, you 
hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used 
for the tax.” And they brought him a 
denarius. 20 Then he said to them, 
“Whose head is this, and whose 
title?” 21 They answered, “The 
emperor’s.” Then he said to them, 
“Give therefore to the emperor the 
things that are the emperor’s, and to 
God the things that are God’s.” 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

WHAT IS THIS GOSPEL READING TELLING US?  

(1) WHAT DOES IT SAY ABOUT GOD?  

(2) WHAT DOES IT SAY ABOUT US? 

THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN AND THE KINGDOM 
OF EARTH? 
 
See also Matthew: 
 
4.1-11 (Satan tempts Jesus) 
5.1-11 (The Beatitudes) 
6.1-2 (Almsgiving – giving to charity) 
6.19-21 (Hoarding) 
6.24 (Serving two masters) 
6.25-33 (Worrying about earthly matters) 
9.8-13 (The call of Matthew – the tax collector) 
10.9 (Take no gold or silver) 
18.23-35 (The unforgiving servant) 
19.16-30 (The rich young man) 
21.12-17 (Cleansing of the Temple) 
26.14-15 (Judas plans to betray Jesus)) 
26.47-56 (Jesus is betrayed) 
 
Mark 12.13-17 
Luke 20.20-26 
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PART 2 –  WHAT IS FAITH?  

 

WHAT IS FAITH?  

 

The author of the letter to the Hebrews describes “faith” as follows: 

 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen. 2 Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval. 3 By faith we understand 

that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made 

from things that are not visible. 

 

The subject of faith and faithfulness is a major theme in every book of the Bible. In the Old 

Testament we often find two pillars of faith and faithfulness. God (see for example Psalm) is 

always faithful … the source of all faith. We also find heroes of the faith, like Abraham, 

Moses and the prophets. In the New Testament, the Gospels and the Pastoral Letters 

especially we find faith compared and contrasted with the Faith of Jesus Christ. Jesus will 

routinely heal others by His Faith and in response to their faith … “Go” he often says, “your 

faith has made you well.” 

 

Faith is almost always understood in the context of “religion.” If I say publicly, “I am a 

person of faith … I believe,” most everyone will interpret this to mean that I am also a 

religious person. Yet today, we hear many people say things like, “I am spiritual but not 

religious.” This understanding tends to pit our religious nature as human beings against 

our own spiritual lives. In fact, in many cases this idea of being “spiritual” tends to reduce 

the whole conversation of faith and spirituality to something more like emotional and 

social well-being. As important as emotional and social well-being may be in our lives, this 

is not the meaning of “spirituality.” In fact, while we will work towards a better 

understanding of what it means to have faith, practice a spiritual life, and be religious, it 

will be very important that we don’t find ourselves dissecting these things from one 

another.  

 

EXERCISE 1 

 

Defining Faith. Take a moment to think about something or someone in whom you believe. 

You may believe that your mother, father, husband, or wife loves you. Why? What evidence 

do you have? What assurances do you have of this belief even when they are not with you? 

How does this belief influence the way that you live your life day to day? What are the 

characteristics or qualities of that faith? 
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FAITH IS A GIFT (GRACE) 

 

One of the truly remarkable moments in the Gospels can be described as Peter’s confession 
of who he believes Jesus to be. It reveals to us some key characteristics of the nature of 
Christian Faith. Put simply, God is always ahead of us. Like the light the streams from the 
headlights of our cars at night, it is always in front of us. Without grace there is no faith.  
 

MATTHEW 16.13-20 (PETER’S CONFESSION) 

 
13 Now when Jesus came into the district of 
Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, 
“Who do people say that the Son of Man 
is?” 14 And they said, “Some say John the 
Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others 
Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15 He 
said to them, “But who do you say that I 
am?” 16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the 
Messiah (the Christ), the Son of the 
living God.” 17 And Jesus answered him, 
“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For 
flesh and blood has not revealed this to 
you, but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell 
you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build my church, and the gates of Hades 
will not prevail against it. 19 I will give you 
the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 
whatever you bind on earth will be bound 
in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
will be loosed in heaven.” 20 Then he 
sternly ordered the disciples not to tell 
anyone that he was the Messiah. 

KEY ELEMENTS OF PETER’S CONFESSION: 

 

COMPARE AND CONTRAST THIS WITH 
SESSIONS 1 AND 2 (THE NICENE CREED AND 
JESUS CHRIST).  

 

WHAT DO JESUS’S WORDS, “FOR FLESH AND 
BLOOD HAS NOT REVEALED THIS TO YOU, BUT 
MY FATHER IN HEAVEN.” MEAN?  
 
See also: 
Mark 8.27-30 
Luke 9.18-21 
John 6.61-71 

 

FAITH AS A HUMAN ACT  

 

The second thing that we might say about faith is that, as human beings, we are made for it. 

The entire history of humankind suggests this. We are a people of diverse origins, many 

languages, races and so on, and yet, common to all our history is faith, belief. Now these 

beliefs may be quite far apart however, they are nonetheless always present. Many western 

people, for example, may have abandoned the faith of their parents and grandparents but, 

nonetheless they have adopted other articles of faith … things like the Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms, and many other secular ideas. In other words, as human beings we are always 

on a quest for something or someone in whom to place our belief.  
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The Catechism puts it this way, “The desire for God is written in the human heart, because 

man is created by God and for God; and never cease to draw man to himself. Only in God 

will he find the truth and happiness he never stops searching for.” CCC 26 

 

In the conversation of faith, it is as though our minds, our hearts, our relationship with 

others seek a pattern, a way of being that holds all these things together … in communion. 

As human beings we seek a coherency within our selves, with others and our world. The 

Church would argue that we seek this because we come from it … we come from a perfectly 

flawless font of Beauty, Goodness and Truth (God). Not only do we seek God, but also, in 

faith, we can see this same inherent dignity in others. This is the centre of our ethos, our 

ethical code of conduct.  

FAITH, REASON AND UNDERSTANDING 

 

“Why do you think that you think that way?” (e.g. World Population). Our patterns of 

understanding are conditioned by many things; language, our academic and intellectual 

formation, personal experiences, the media sources that we follow, and more – even our 

own physical nature, our own brains give us opportunities in one area, and seem to limit 

our capacities in others. Think about it, were you the kind of person who excelled at 

mathematics but could never understand Shakespeare?  

 

Is “faith” a reasonable enterprise? For many, it could be argued, that their own personal 

notion of faith begins where their understanding and knowledge ends. Certainly, our 

modern world tends to pit faith and reason against one another. For many “faith” is 

synonymous with superstition and gullibility. Real faith, the faith that we are speaking 

about, is not anti-intellectual. It is premised on the knowledge that our minds, our intellect, 

our capacity to learn; the use of the sciences, logic, history even our imagination and 

feelings are gifts from God. God did not give us a brain and then expect us not to use it 

where He, and the rest of His creation are concerned! 

 

Saint Augustine once said, “I believe, in order to understand; and I understand, the better to 

believe.” (Sermo 43, 7 c.f. CCC 158). 
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In the first letter of Saint John we are given a commission to re-think and guard the way 

that we use our intellect: 

1 JOHN 5.18-20 

 

18 We know that those who are born of God 
do not sin, but the one who was born of 
God protects them, and the evil one does 
not touch them. 19 We know that we are 
God’s children, and that the whole world 
lies under the power of the evil one. 20 And 
we know that the Son of God has come 
and has given us understanding so that 
we may know him who is true; and we 
are in him who is true, in his Son Jesus 
Christ. He is the true God and eternal life. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

 

WHO WAS THE MOST INFLUENTIAL TEACHER 
IN YOUR LIFE? 

 

WHY DID THEY HAVE THAT KIND OF 
INFLUENCE?  

WHAT MADE THEM DIFFERENT FROM OTHER 
TEACHERS? 
 

Like faith, our capacity for knowledge is a gift from God. Like faith, knowledge itself is a gift; 

it tends us toward its source; we trust the one true teacher of all teachers. Another way to 

put it, is that faith born of Grace gives us the capacity to ask the right questions. True 

knowledge leads us nearer to God, not farther away. Where human knowledge and 

understanding is concerned Jesus Christ is the correction line, he set us back onto the path 

of right thinking, and calls us patiently back to that path each and every time that we sin. 

SOME BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES ON FAITH 

The Catholic understanding of faith is drawn from two sources. The first, and most obvious 

is the Bible. The second, which we have also employed already is something called Natural 

Law. Natural Law does not mean the laws that govern nature, like Newton’s laws a physics. 

In this sense, natural law pertains to universal moral laws, things we know because it is in 

our nature to know, think and act in right accord with our Creator. The question, “Why do 

you think you think that way?” or the premise, “Do unto others as you would have done 

unto you,” are products of Natural Law. Revelation, that is, the coming of Jesus Christ, the 

Messiah, the Son of the Living God into our world challenges and corrects our thinking; 

Natural Law and Divine Law are not opposed to one another, on the contrary Natural Law 

comes from Divine Law. 
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MATTHEW 8.5-13 (FAITH HEALS) 
 

MATTHEW 9.18-22 (FAITH HEALS) 

5 When he entered Capernaum, a centurion 
came to him, appealing to him 6 and saying, 
“Lord, my servant is lying at home 
paralyzed, in terrible distress.” 7 And he 
said to him, “I will come and cure 
him.” 8 The centurion answered, “Lord, I am 
not worthy to have you come under my 
roof; but only speak the word, and my 
servant will be healed. 9 For I also am a 
man under authority, with soldiers under 
me; and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and 
to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to 
my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the slave does 
it.” 10 When Jesus heard him, he was 
amazed and said to those who followed 
him, “Truly I tell you, in no one in Israel 
have I found such faith. 11 I tell you, many 
will come from east and west and will eat 
with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the 
kingdom of heaven, 12 while the heirs of the 
kingdom will be thrown into the outer 
darkness, where there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth.” 13 And to the centurion 
Jesus said, “Go; let it be done for you 
according to your faith.” And the servant 
was healed in that hour. 

18 While he was saying these things to 
them, suddenly a leader of the 
synagogue[d] came in and knelt before him, 
saying, “My daughter has just died; but 
come and lay your hand on her, and she 
will live.” 19 And Jesus got up and followed 
him, with his disciples. 20 Then suddenly a 
woman who had been suffering from 
hemorrhages for twelve years came up 
behind him and touched the fringe of his 
cloak, 21 for she said to herself, “If I only 
touch his cloak, I will be made 
well.” 22 Jesus turned, and seeing her he 
said, “Take heart, daughter; your faith 
has made you well.” And instantly the 
woman was made well. 23 When Jesus came 
to the leader’s house and saw the flute 
players and the crowd making a 
commotion, 24 he said, “Go away; for the 
girl is not dead but sleeping.” And they 
laughed at him. 25 But when the crowd had 
been put outside, he went in and took her 
by the hand, and the girl got up. 26 And the 
report of this spread throughout that 
district 

 

ROMANS 1.16-18 (FAITH AND THE GOSPEL) 
 

FAITH SAVES 

 

FAITH LEADS TO RIGHTEOUSNESS (RIGHT 
LIVING)  

16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is 
the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the 
righteousness of God is revealed 
through faith for faith; as it is written, 
“The one who is righteous will live by 
faith.”  

 

  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%209&version=NRSVCE#fen-NRSVCE-27670d
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EPHESIANS 2.1-10 

 
FAITH SAVES 

 

FAITH IS A GIFT FROM GOD THAT 
LEADS US BACK TO GOD 

 

GRACE PRECEDES FAITH AS GIFT IN 
JESUS CHRIST 

You were dead through the trespasses and 
sins 2 in which you once lived, following the 
course of this world, following the ruler of 
the power of the air, the spirit that is now 
at work among those who are 
disobedient. 3 All of us once lived among 
them in the passions of our flesh, following 
the desires of flesh and senses, and we 
were by nature children of wrath, like 
everyone else. 4 But God, who is rich in 
mercy, out of the great love with which he 
loved us 5 even when we were dead 
through our trespasses, made us alive 
together with Christ—by grace you have 
been saved— 6 and raised us up with him 
and seated us with him in the heavenly 
places in Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the ages 
to come he might show the immeasurable 
riches of his grace in kindness toward us in 
Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace you have been 
saved through faith, and this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God— 9 not the 
result of works, so that no one may 
boast. 10 For we are what he has made us, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand to be our 
way of life. 

 

FAITH AND GOOD WORK 

Faith, of course, is not only an intellectual matter. It involves much more than how we 

think. Faith animate how we behave as well. In the early Church, and you will find much 

debate within the Church up to and including today, of the relationship between good 

works and faith. We find these debates in Saint Paul’s letter to the Romans and then later in 

the Letter of James. Paul reminds us that our works, no matter how noble, cannot save us 

from our sins; justification, righteousness, the forgiveness of sins are all gifts of God, and 

not the product of our own doing. James however, reminds us that our faith is not empty. 

That faith, like it did for Peter at his confession (Matthew 16.13-20) has consequences. It 

leads to right living, right actions and places real and binding moral demands upon us. The 

commandments are not multiple choice! 
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JAMES 2.14-26 (FAITH AND GOOD WORKS) 

 

14 What good is it, my brothers and 
sisters,] if you say you have faith but do 
not have works? Can faith save you? 15 If 
a brother or sister is naked and lacks 
daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, 
“Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” 
and yet you do not supply their bodily 
needs, what is the good of that? 17 So faith 
by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 

18 But someone will say, “You have faith 
and I have works.” Show me your faith 
apart from your works, and I by my 
works will show you my faith. 19 You 
believe that God is one; you do well. 
Even the demons believe—and 
shudder. 20 Do you want to be shown, 
you senseless person, that faith apart 
from works is barren? 21 Was not our 
ancestor Abraham justified by works when 
he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You 
see that faith was active along with his 
works, and faith was brought to completion 
by the works. 23 Thus the scripture was 
fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, 
and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness,” and he was called the 
friend of God. 24 You see that a person is 
justified by works and not by faith 
alone. 25 Likewise, was not Rahab the 
prostitute also justified by works when she 
welcomed the messengers and sent them 
out by another road? 26 For just as the body 
without the spirit is dead, so faith without 
works is also dead.  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION? 

 

HOW IS OUR CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 
RECEIVED IN THE WORLD TODAY AND WHY? 

 

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE WAYS THAT 
CATHOLICS LIVE THEIR FAITH IN THE WORLD? 

 

 

 

Faith and Freedom 

 

While we can strengthen our personal faith in many ways (Prayer, Worshipping in the 

Christian community (especially participating in the Mass), the routines that we build 
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around our own lives, and by reading, we must remember that faith can only be 

experienced, seeded and fostered in freedom. Put another way, and to quote our own 

Archbishop (Richard Smith) faith is always a proposition and never an imposition. Many in 

our world have experienced faith as something imposed from the outside. Often the hostile 

responses we might receive from others when they discover that we are believers is rooted 

in very personal (and quite possible abusive) experiences in their own lives.  

 

The Catechism reminds us that our response, each and every one us, to God must be free. 

“The act of faith is of its very nature a free act” (CCC, 160). We are not the authors of faith. 

Rather we give witness to the Gospel with what we say, what we do, and above all in who 

we are. We look to Christ as the perfect witness of mercy, compassion and patience, and 

with Him, in His Spirit we pray for those who reject Him. In Christ we are all, and 

constantly called to conversion. Amen. 

 

PART 3 –  CLOSING REMARKS  

 

1. Journal Entries – notes for next week 

 

2. Online followers 

 

3. A call to social justice in light of the pandemic 

 

4. Session 4 – The Bible 

 

+Final Blessing   


