The Vigan Method – A Simple Method of Bible Sharing

The expression “Bible Sharing” may defy a clear definition, however, it always refers to a group of people gathered together to listen in common and in prayer to God’s Word addressed to them today and trying to live this Word accordingly.

For effective Bible sharing, “methods” have been developed corresponding to the individual needs and interests of the Bible groups. Depending on the participants, their situations and countries, these methods are garbed in different colors.

Experiencing other methods and models may lead to the modification and improvement of one’s own practice. In any case, Bible sharing methods will almost never be exported in their  entirety since they are normally molded to the requirements of the group where they originated.

The method described below was developed at the John Paul I Biblical Center (JPIBC) in Vigan, Philippines and promoted through its Basic Bible Seminar. It has found wide acceptance in the Philippines and in other countries.

Even though it is presented here in short form only, experience has shown that this Basic Bible Seminar mentioned above or a similar detailed introduction to Bible sharing, is highly recommendable for  responsible and fruitful Bible sharing. For further information on the Basic Bible Seminar (BBS) please write to: 

John Paul I Biblical Center

2700 Vigan, Ilocos Sur, 

Philippines

Tel: +63-(0)77-722 20 56

Fax: +63-(0)77-722 18 21

E-mail: jp1bc@yahoo.com

I. INTRODUCTION

1. The Group

Four to six persons who in trust, openness and mutual respect listen in common to the Word of God, and try to find answers to it; persons who, on the basis of the Word of God, through mutual self-communication, try to find their way towards a deeper Christian community.

2. The Atmosphere

For Bible sharing, a quiet atmosphere is absolutely necessary, i.e.

· Freedom from noise, thus a meeting-place where the group will not be disturbed.

· Freedom from time pressure, thus sufficient time should be available, (according to experience, a group of five people needs about 45 - 60 minutes for this method).

· The participants sit in an open circle (not around a table), so that each one can not only hear the others but also see them.

· A burning candle in the midst reminds the participants that Christ, the Word of God, is the Light of the World (Jn 1,1.9; 8,12; 12,46) and that He is present in the midst of those gathered in His name (Mt 8,20).

All of these factors contribute towards creating the right atmosphere.

3. The Group Facilitator

He/she need not be an expert, because it is not his/her task to convey actual knowledge. The task rather is to lead the group in the Bible sharing by announcing the individual steps of the method. He/she may also lead the opening and closing prayer, or may ask for a volunteer. He/she may invite someone in the group only to read, but not to share.

4. The Bible and the Scripture Text

It is advisable, but not absolutely necessary, that all members have a copy of the Bible in the same translation. It is recommended to choose one of the three readings of the Sunday liturgy for this Bible sharing.

5. The Method

The group decides on the model they will use (prayer – response, action – response, or a combination of both) before beginning each session.

It is recommended to use the model “prayer – response” for the first few times, and then the group may choose to go on to “ action – response”. After that, the two models may be used alternately.


II. THE THREE MODELS

1. Model A: “Prayer – Response”

Opening Prayer or Song

The participants are endeavored to become aware of God's presence. Jesus said "Where there are two or three gathered in my name, there I am in their midst." (Mt 18 ,20). Also a prayer of petition would be appropriate according to the words of Scripture, “Speak Lord, your servant is listening” (1 Sm 3,10) or “You have words of eternal life” (Jn 6,68) or a petition to the Holy Spirit, who can open our ears and free us from everything that would hinder us from hearing God's Word, or a hymn to the Holy Spirit, “Come Holy Spirit”, etc.

First Step 

First contact with the TEXT, with the "dead letter".

· Reading of the text: One member of the group reads it aloud, the others participate by listening and/or reading it silently.

· Silence: After the reading, all observe silence for about three minutes, during which time they may go over the text once more in their minds. Each chooses a word(words), a phrase (phrases), a verse(verses) which strikes them.

· Sharing: After about three minutes, the facilitator invites the group members to share the word, phrase or verse which struck them. They are not to give any explanation, only the word, phrase or verse with the corresponding verse number, e.g. "I was struck by the word 'light' in verse 5" (in 1 Jn 1). No explanation is given, nor any reason why this particular word, phrase or verse was found striking for the respective individual.

Second Step

The “dead letter” of Scripture becomes the “LIVING WORD” for each individual  (and perhaps, through the individual, for others as well).

· Reading of the same text: After all have shared upon the invitation of the facilitator, another member reads the same text aloud. The others participate silently again.

· Silence: After the reading all observe deep silence for about five minutes, during which time each member listens intently to God's personal message to him/her. Prompted by the text and/or the sharing of the other group members, something will emerge as most meaningful to each group member, and true to their own experience or applicable to their own lives. While listening, the participants ask themselves, “What do you, God, want to tell me personally for my very own life?”

· Sharing of the Word for me with the others: After about five minutes the facilitator invites the group members to share what they have heard in the depths of their hearts. In order to keep the sharing on a personal level and to refrain from moralizing, they will try to use only the first person singular (I, me, my, mine). It is a matter of simple sharing, not of discussion or of preaching in the sense of moralizing. The word of Pope Paul VI may be recorded here “Is there any other way of handing on the Gospel, than by transmitting to another person one's personal experience of faith?” (Evangelii Nuntiandi)

Third Step

The WORD demands a RESPONSE.

· Reading of the same text: After all have shared, another member of the group reads the text aloud for a third time, while the others listen and/or read silently.

· Silence and personal answer to the WORD: After the reading the group observes deep silence once again, during which time each individual tries to find an answer to what has been perceived as the personal Word of God. There ought to be a real correspondence between the Word and the answer, for instance, expressing one’s trust if the Word was a promise; one's obedience if it was a command. The prayer could also be praise and thanks, repentance, petition, intercession, depending on the message received.

· Sharing of the personal prayer response: Each person expresses aloud the personal answer of his/her heart to the Word received, so that it may be confirmed through the “Amen” (expressed aloud or in silence) of the other participants.

Concluding Prayer or Song

A prayer of praise or thanks, a song, or the Lord's Prayer recited in common by the group, are a very fitting conclusion to this Bible Sharing.


2. Model B: Action Response

Opening Prayer or Song

First Step

Same as in Model A: “Prayer – response”

Second Step

Same as in Model A: “Prayer – response”

Third Step

The WORD demands an ANSWER

· Reading of the text: as in model “prayer – response”.

· Silence and personal answer to the Word  (approx. 5 minutes): Here each individual asks Him/herself or God: “How can I put into action in the concrete circumstances of my life the Word which I have received.

· Sharing of the personal action response: Each participant shares with the others how he/she wishes to live the Word. Bible sharing groups which form a natural community (family, religious community, classmates, colleagues at work etc.), could try to reach a conclusion on how they, as a community, could try to live their answer.

Concluding Prayer

Same as in Model A: “Prayer – response”.


3. Model C: Combination of the Prayer and Action – Response

“Prayer and action response” could also be combined; this of course would require more time, since this combination usually consists of four steps, but it is not necessary to read the text a fourth time, followed by the period of silence; in sharing the “action response”, the “prayer – response” could be integrated as well.


III. DETAILED EXPLANATION AND JUSTIFICATION OF THE METHOD

1. The Three Steps: TEXT – WORD – RESPONSE
The TEXT is the objective form of the Word of God, independent from oneself and given to the “ME”. God speaks first, He takes the initiative.

The WORD of God is a Personal Word, a Word from person to person. It is addressed to the individual and means him/her personally. It strikes “me” and is addressed to “me”.

Whenever God speaks to “me”, “I” have to RESPOND; His Word demands “my” answer. Thus, a dialogue is opened up, in prayer and in life.

2. The Reading of the Same Text Three Times

The advantage of a common reading aloud of the text or letting it ring in each person’s ears  should not be underestimated For that reason, the reading should never be reduced to once or twice only to gain time.

· In this way the text sinks in better. 

· People who are unable to read, or have difficulties with reading (children, analphabets, the blind or otherwise handicapped) can thus also participate. 

· Though the text remains the same, the understanding of it is deepened step by step. With each new reading of the text, all that has been shared is heard once again. 

· Through reading the text three times, it is referred to time and again, so that during and after the sharing, the participants adhere to the text and orientate themselves towards it. 

· Finally, through the three readings, the participants express their conviction that faith comes through hearing, and the inspired text remains more significant than whatever is expressed vocally during the sharing.

3. Triple Silence

The minutes of silence are of great importance They are the bridge leading from reading to sharing. The minutes passed silently are not a time of passive waiting for the sharing to begin, but moments of the deepest personal activity. Unless the Bible sharing emerges from silence and a personal encounter with the Word, it easily drifts into mere chatting. 

· Only in silence are we able to listen to the text, to listen to whatever emerges in our hearts, and to listen to what others have to say. It is therefore recommended to remain in silence after the sharing of each person, in order to listen to the echo of what has been said and to let it sink in.

· The time recommended for silence is not to be measured with a stop watch, it is to be understood as approximate. In groups accustomed to this method the times of silence are usually longer rather than shorter .

· As to what happens in the silence of the second step (letting God speak personally to oneself) – the following may serve as an explanation:

· When one listens attentively to what is happening within oneself, one will notice what is emerging from within. Inspired by the reading of the text two times, and by the first sharing of the group, some part of the text will become particularly important, be it related to personal experience or to concrete life situations in the present or in the future. When the inner voice (one’s conscience) says “yes” to what moves one’s heart, whatever one perceives as significant to the Word of Scripture, then one may take this as God's Personal Word to oneself (not necessarily to anyone else).

· As to the silence of the third step – speaking with God personally – each individual tries to find a real correspondence between the Word and the response. For example, an invitation, a summons or a commandment could be answered by an expression of obedience; or of repentance that one so far has not followed this Word; or a petition for help in following the invitation given.

4. Triple Sharing

This is the goal of reading and of silence; through sharing,  each person’s listening and response to the Word will not remain a personal, but rather a communitarian activity .

The first step: This sharing has preparatory function. It can be compared to preparing the soil (plowing, harrowing) before sowing or planting. It aims at greater attentiveness, expectation and curiosity regarding the text.

· With many texts of Scripture, especially with the liturgical readings, we are all too familiar. We believe that we know them already and do not expect any new insights.

· When someone states: “This or that in the text struck me” (even without giving a reason for this fact), perhaps each participant will ask him/herself, “what is so striking in this particular text?” If this, or similar questions are fostered, the text will be approached anew with greater expectations.

The second step: God’s Word is rich and deep, it cannot be exhausted or fathomed by any single individual; everyone may make his/her own contribution. Together we are listeners to  the Word and may complement each other with our insights.

Experience tells us that the most personal is also the most common; an example is that the listeners of a homily tend to be much more attentive when it refers to the concrete and personal rather than the abstract and general.

The sharing of what is very personal, or intimate, is a sharing of the person him/herself. This presupposes trust and confidence, but on the other hand, through this sharing, confidence is even more strengthened and deepened. In other words, the sharing of self and the sharing of others creates and builds community at a deeper level. Pope Paul VI, in his Apostolic Exhortation, EVANGELII NUNTIANDI (On the Evangelization in the Modern World) says “Is there any more effective way to proclaim the Good News than by a personal sharing of one's own faith and conviction?” (EN 46).

The third step: Each personal prayer addresses God. However, it is good to express this personal prayer aloud, so that the listeners may confirm it, either aloud or in the silence of their own hearts, with their “Amen” (1 Cor 14,16; 2 Cor 1,20). According to the Lord’s promise, such common prayers will be heard (Mt 18,19). The sharing of the personal prayer response is done for the same reasons and in the same way as the sharing of the personal word.
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