
SPRED
Archdiocese ofCbJcago SPECIAL RELIGIOUS DEVELOP]\&NT

2956 South LoweAve. Chicago, I l l inois 60616
312-842-1039 wwwspred.ors

November2010 Volume 79, Number 3

,s
I

rDuring the sunmerholidays I spent ten days in a little house on the east coast of Scotland with
jthree other sisters. It was a delightful experience. We shared meals, prayers, walks along the

llovely coast, the Wimbledon tennis finals on TV and even the World football. It was arnazing
how the enthusiasm of one captured the others. Ye| there was space for each one to explore
her own interest or go offby herself. Altogether, it was such a refreshing and enj oyable time. It
made me ttrink a lot about how we were Dresent to one another. There was a closeness and vet
afreedom.

lThis made me think about how we are present to one another, to our friends and to the Other at
,our Spred sessions. This presence has many characteristics such as fidelity, prayerfulness, a

lkind of silence, attentiveness and a special listening quality. Let's explore these more carefirlly.

:
lFaithful Presence
One thing about God we know for sure is that God is faithful. We have the words ofJesus: "I am
with you. I am with you always." As we reflect on our own lives, we know that in all the good
times and the bad times, God has always beenthere.

ln Spred we make a commitrnent, a promise to be there at the Catechist Preparation Session
and the integrated session, a commitnent to aperson and a commitrnent to a small community of
faith. We ty to be faithfully there setting up sacred space and clearing up. This fidelity in littte
things as well as the big, creates a happy community supporting one another in love.

In Spred we are faithful above all to our friends. St. Augustine says of friendship: "We do not
instigate our friendships: God does. They are gifts of God's grace, worki:rgs of God's provi-
dential, infinitely creative and sometimes very surprising love in our lives." "Friendships," he
continues, "ate not something we run after, they are graces to unwrap." 1 Lr Spred we are a\ /are
of the amazing results of these friendships. They draw something out of us that keeps us from
being too selfcentered: they teach us lessons in trust, caring and openness and they educate us
inthosemysteries of love, suffering,loss andhope" Ourfaithfulnessreaps muchfruit.

Welcoming Presence
The friendships we form within a Spred goup arc often forged simply because ofour being there
week after week. Our friends show their appreciation most stongly in the welcome they give.
The Activity Catechist has the privilege of being the fust person to welcome, usually the other



catechists and then the friends. This welcome speaks heart to heart. It sets the tone for the

evening. It is quiet, warrn, gentle, and sincere. It communicates a deep respect and a warm

feelingofdelightinthefactthattheotherpersonissimplythere. Weallknowthatuncomfortable

feeling of being ignored or not noticed at a fi.rnction, an experience which highlights the impor-

tance of being there before our friends to greet them. Doing this we express our readiness and

serenity, our contentment and at-home-ness with the place of preparation. Gradually this wel-

coming presence dissolves into a community-shared experience of nurture for the inner self-

Attentive Presence
The goal of every Spred session is to encounter Jesus. As helper catechists we must therefore

be attentive to the particular needs of our friends so that we can support them, especially in the

celebration room at the evocation of the human experience. It means gradually becoming aware

of gestures, eye movements, and body language that indicate howour friends are responding. It

also means being attentive to myself and to the way I encourage, hold back or guide a response.

One of our friends who is very articulate has a special skill going offat a tangent when it comes

to sharing in the celebration room. Her catechist has become so attentive and sensitive to this

trait that she now excels in the skill of guiding Molly to share appropriately.

Again this attentiveness is excercised very much around the agape table as we become aware of

the needs ofothers, making our sharing so symbolic ofthe Eucharistic gathering. When we look

at that Last Supper Table, it is Jesus we see being attentive to others, washing their feet and

sharing Himself totally.

ln our attentiveness we will discover that we receive the gift of presence from our friends and

catechists and this in tum will transform us.

Prayerful Presence
Our presence at Spred should be prayerful. "Prayer", said the poet "is watching for the king-

fisher. A11 you can do is be there where he is likely to appear and wait." 2 Our presence at Spred

is a bit like that. It is prayerful expectation.

At enrichment for activity catechists this year we talked about the prayerfulness ofthe prepara-

tion phase: how our working with activities is not childish because it is not about an end product.

it is an act of contemplation; a nourishing ofthe inner self. Ifwe are chatting, we are distracted;

there is not innerpeace, no prayerfulness.

Inthe celebrationroommybodylanguagereveals this inner selfin myprayerfulentering intothe

gesfures for the song. Our friends are very good at reading this. They understand gesfures

better than words, a fact that is bom out in our Spred Family Masses when a group leads the

responsorial Psalm with prayerful gestures. The whole assembly is caught up, transported,

drawn together in praise of God. A similar experience happens in the celebration room after the

song when we rest in quiet music. We invite our friends through our sensitivity into aplace of

sanctuary. The author Michael Downey writes beautifirlly about gesture: "We speak through our

body language, our gesture, our clothing. We speak throughthe glance of an eye that comforts

or condemns, through dance, ritual, celebration. Throughout our lives, from infancyto old age,

we are 'speechifying', expressing. God too communicates, 'speechifies', expresses Himself



directly in Jesus, the Christ. The Word of God lncamate." 3 ln our prayerful presence to one
another our senses are sensitized. We SMELL the fragrance of being. We FEEL the touch of
silence. WeREJOICEinthechorusofsilence. WeBEHOLD thebeautyofeachother. We
TASTE the infinite in life's slow.

Listening Presence
At each catechist preparation session we enter into the goal by listening to an extract from litera-
ture which in tum leads us to listen to otu own story. "Share a time when you received support
from another: share an experience of friendship that nourished you in some way: share a way in
which you share your gifts with others." Suchpromptings lead us to re-member, to spend time
listening to ourselves and re-capturing moments when we know there have been peopie there
when we needed them, aware of deep companionship, and of how blessed we have been in life.
This is agreatskill which is honed session after session and which causes deep gratitude to arise
within. It is a discovery of God's love in the common events of everyday life, in the preciousness
of the ordinary. "The true God can reveal His true self only in the human and this means in the
very warp and weft of our unique humanness and day to day lives." The author Ruth Burrows
continues, "The treasure of divine love is all arorurd us." 4 To recogrize and discem this we need
to reflectand listen.

Then there is the privilege of listening to other catechists, receiving their sharing into our hearts
without comment orjudgement. This listening is so nourishing. It "opens our eyes to see and our
ears to hear," in a very different way. We are deeply moved by the courage, faith, and sfuength of
others.

At our integrated session, the circle widens and we hear the sharing our friends offer. Recentiy I
heard abeautifiii story. Afriend shared that her catechist was the best friend she had ever had in
her whole life. Howmoving and how deep the insights we receive.

There are so many opportunities in Spred to cultivate the art of listening to silence - at the prepa-
ration, around the Holy Book, in the quiet after the song. We grow to feel at home there and
graduaily appreciate what a famous author once said: "In silence God is heard; in silence wor-
shipped best." We leam slowly to nurhre this silence not only ofthe lips and ofthe heart but more
urgently the mind. The skill of finding the right activity that will help both me and my friend
achieve this silence of the mind is well worth cultivating because silence is not absence but
presence. Like Elijah in the cave, we will find that God is here in the sound of sheer silence.

Our presence cannot be all these things all the time but we do begin to realize that simply being
there at Spred - welcoming, attentive, listening and prayerful - brings us into the real Presence.
What a gift to give one another and to our friends.
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