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My friend, Bill was born in about 1930 and grew up Catholic. Years later, he became a Protestant Evangelical. Why? The Evangelicals gave him the Bible. Growing up, he says, we never even owned a Bible and the priests told us we shouldn’t ever read the Bible on our own.
Bill thinks this reflects what the Catholic Church teaches. So do lots of other people including lots of Catholics. And Bill won’t believe me when I insist that, priests or no priests, Catholics not reading the Bible is—on Catholic terms, not Evangelical terms—scandal.
We’ve all been in hotel rooms where we picked up the trusty old Gideon’s Bible. Gideons International was founded in 1899 to tell people about Jesus “through sharing personally and by providing Bibles and New Testaments.”
What most of us don’t know is that in 1920—you know, the bad old days before Vatican II—Pope Benedict XV wrote an encyclical, Spiritus Paraclitus. In it he discussed the importance of Bible reading and he extolled the Catholic equivalent of Gideons, the Society of St. Jerome, a group he helped start.
“The object of this Society,” the pope wrote, “is to put into the hands of as many people as possible the Gospels and Acts, so that every Christian family may have them and become accustomed to reading them. This we have much at heart, for we have seen how useful it is.”
St. Jerome, the fourth century Bible translator and patron of the society famously said, “Ignorance of the Scripture is ignorance of Christ.” Which means the knowledge of Scripture is intimately connected with knowledge of Christ. The Catholic Church promotes the reading of the Bible for everybody—She even offers indulgences for Bible reading—because the Church knows that we encounter God in Scripture. 
How does that work? Let me offer six thoughts.
1. Don’t think reading the Bible is somehow beyond you.
Yes, it’s a big book and yes, if you begin with the Revelation or Ezekiel or in the middle of the history of Israel, you will be confused. But consider another quote from St. Jerome: “The Scriptures are shallow enough for a babe to come and drink without fear of drowning and deep enough for a theologian to swim in without ever touching the bottom”
Begin with the life of Jesus by reading one of the gospels. Then read the Acts of the Apostles about the growth of the early Church. The Psalms are the primary Christian prayer book. Read at least one a day. For the Old Testament, begin at the beginning, skip genealogies and laws, and read the narratives from Genesis to 2 Kings. (And let me add that when I did that, I used a translation for children.) Which brings me to…
2) Choose a Translation You Like
Ed was new to all this Christian stuff and his brother, wanting to be helpful gave him a Bible—the King James Version of 1611. For Catholics, think Douay-Rheims. It’s been updated, but it’s still like reading Shakespeare and Ed did not have mind for that sort of thing. So, while clinging to the Bible his brother gave him, he never read it. Don’t do that. Try a few translations out, pick one you enjoy reading, and you’ll read it.
3. Read Prayerfully
By reading prayerfully, I don’t necessarily mean Lectio Divina, a method of meditating slowly on Scripture. What I mean is, we need God’s help. The Bible bears witness to Him and we need eyes to see Him. The Holy Spirit who revealed the truth to the writers of Scripture and inspired them to write it down, lives in you and wants to illuminate the truth for you. Pray that He turns on the lights. (I have copies of prayers that go with Bible reading.)
4. Read Regularly
There’s an old joke that asks, “How does a clam eat a whale?” Answer: Very slowly. The Bible is a big, ancient book—actually it’s an anthology of 73 ancient books—and we only get to know it a little bit at a time. Last week Mary Beth suggested we pray twenty minutes a day. How about adding ten minutes of Bible reading to make it an even half hour? You’d be surprised how much you’ll read and learn in a year.
5. Have a Plan
I began reading the Bible using an Evangelical devotional called (coincidentally) “Encounter with God.” Dottie still uses it. It takes a minimum of ten minutes to pray, read the Scripture passage, reflect on it, read a brief commentary, make some applications, and pray. This built the foundation of my Bible knowledge. 
Catholics have Magnificat and who knows how many other devotional guides. We are resource rich. Go over to The Word, pick one, make it your plan, and stick with it.  
6. Study the Bible
We should be the most biblically literate Christians in history. There are opportunities galore to seriously study the Scriptures. There are books, workbooks, classes, online programs, small groups, and masters programs. There’s an ugly rumor out there that scholarly study of the Bible ruins the devotional value. Rubbish. While it’s possible in this world for scholars to ruin just about anything, it doesn’t have to be that way. Some of my richest encounters with God in the Scriptures have been while doing scholarly study in Greek or Hebrew. When we dig deeper into Scripture, we dig deeper into God.
Let me close with the end of Pope Benedict XV’s encyclical. It says it all. “Our one desire for all the Church’s children is that, being saturated with the Bible, they may arrive at the all surpassing knowledge of Jesus Christ.” 
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