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Reading the Bible  
as a Catholic Family 
  
By Leif Kehrwald 
 
 
At the risk of stating the obvious: 
using the Bible in family ministry 
involves the need to understand and communicate the meaning of the passages 
you use. And while most of us are not Scripture scholars, still, it’s important to 
interpret biblical passages from a Catholic perspective and with a reasonable 
degree of accuracy. This article gives you six ways of discovering the meaning of 
a biblical passage. You will find these ways helpful in your personal prayer and 
reflection on Scripture, as well as when you use the Bible in family ministry 
programming. 
 
What does it mean? Perhaps you’ve asked this question before when looking at a 
particular Bible passage. The answer to that seemingly simple question depends 
on the type of meaning you are looking for in the first place. There are a variety 
of ways and methods for uncovering the meaning of a scripture passage with 
families. 
 
Let’s break open six different ways you and the parents, couples, or families in 
your programs can interpret the meaning of Scripture, all of which can help 
deepen one’s faith and relationship with God. 
 
Note: Each section of this article contains application ideas found in the new Catholic 
Faith & Family Bible developed by the Center for Ministry Development. Learn more 
about this Bible at the end of this article. 
 
Become a Storyteller 
 
Long before the words were committed to paper, the writings of the Bible 
originated with communities of faith and were passed along by oral tradition 
and great storytelling. Likewise, it is in the context of the faith community that 
we seek to interpret the meaning of the Word of God today.  
 
The storyteller gathers the community, proclaims the Word, and in the name of 
the community breaks open its meaning for all to benefit. Sound familiar? This is 
our experience each time we go to Mass. The Scripture readings are proclaimed 
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and the priest or deacon in his homily breaks open its meaning for the sake of the 
community.  
 
The storyteller brings into the interpretation the tradition of the community 
down through the ages, and also reveals the teachings, norms, and practices of 
the community as they have developed over time. The storyteller relies on the 
Holy Spirit, who first inspired the biblical writings, to inspire his or her 
understanding and interpretation of the story or passage proclaimed. 
 
As a storyteller for the family, one must seek to answer the following questions: 

 What insight does this passage or story contribute to how we live as a 
faith community and as a family? 

 What do the norms and practices and teachings of our faith community 
tell us about the meaning of this passage or story? 

 How does this passage or story connect to our understanding of the 
teachings of the Catholic Church? 

 
  
Become a Puzzle-Master 
 
One characteristic of a puzzle-master is the ability to step back and look at the 
BIG picture and see how all the pieces fit together. The BIG picture of the Bible is 
commonly known as salvation history. In a nutshell, salvation history tells the 
story of how God has saved, is saving, and will save humankind from the effects 
of sin so that we can live in union with God forever. Here is a brief summary: 
 

In the Bible, salvation history begins with creation and other stories about 
things that happened before recorded history (Adam and Eve, Cain and 
Abel, Noah and the flood, and the Tower of Babel). These stories teach us 
that God created all things good, that humans have a special relationship 
with God, and that sin destroys that relationship. Next comes God’s 
covenant with Abraham and his descendants. God enters into a lasting 
covenant of unconditional love with the Israelites. But then the Israelites 
find themselves enslaved in Egypt. God hears their cries, and through 
Moses, leads them out of slavery and into the Promised Land. After 
settling in the Promised Land, the Israelites wanted their own king, like 
other nations. Thus, there was a long period of kings who were often 
selfish, and prophets sent to bring the kings and the people back into 
covenant relationship with God. But in spite of the prophets’ warnings the 
people continued to turn away from God’s covenant. Yet God never 
abandoned the Chosen People, and in the proper time God sent his Son, 
Jesus Christ, whose life, death, and resurrection is our salvation, which 
comes through faith in him. Jesus told his followers to go and spread the 
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good news of salvation to all people. And thus the Church was born, and 
to this day, the Christian community lives among those who believe in 
Jesus. 

 
Over the two thousand years during which these events occurred, people were 
growing in their understanding of God, of themselves in relationship to God, 
and of what God would have them do to usher in the coming of God’s kingdom. 
This means that some inspired authors were teaching a revealed truth, but their 
insight did not represent the fullness of revelation that became available to the 
community of faith after Jesus’ public ministry, death, and resurrection.  
 
As a puzzle-master, with an understanding of salvation history in mind, you can 
seek to place your chosen Bible passage or story in the context of the whole body 
of Scripture. Your faith in Jesus is your starting point toward understanding the 
message of the Scripture passage. 
 
Seek to answer the following questions as you interpret the meaning of Scripture 
as a puzzle-master: 

 What theological insight or teaching does this passage offer? 
 How does that insight contribute to the big picture of salvation history? 
 How does the big picture of salvation history contribute to our 

understanding of this passage or story? 
 
 
Become a Seeker 
 
There are many methods for reading the Bible from a spiritual perspective. As 
seekers, you and the families you work with can explore the meaning of a 
passage or story when you submit yourself to the guidance and teaching of the 
Holy Spirit. You can do this by praying with Scripture. Keep in mind, like the 
puzzle-master, that the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is the foundational 
belief from which the meaning emerges.  
 
As seekers, families can discuss the following questions: 

 How does our prayer reveal the meaning of this passage or story to us? 
 How does our meditation and reflection on this story or passage affect the 

way we pray? 
 How does our prayer and reflection on this passage impact the way we 

live as a community? 
 
 
Become an Advocate 
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Throughout the Bible you will find sayings, commands, passages, and stories 
that challenge all people to love and care for one another. This challenge is 
extended both to individuals and to whole societies. Generosity and concern for 
others, rather than selfishness and individualism, is a core biblical value that 
must guide the way we live.  
 
As an advocate, you seek to look beneath the text to understand how the social 
situation influenced the author and shaped the text. For example, as you read 
about God’s liberation of Israel from slavery in Exodus you will find a message 
of liberation. This message is carried forward by the teachings of justice by the 
prophets, which finds its fulfillment in the Good News brought to all, especially 
the poor, by Jesus. For an advocate to fully understand this biblical message, you 
must read the Bible “with the poor,” aligning yourselves with those in need of 
God’s liberation today. Therefore, biblical interpretation goes hand in hand with 
analysis of the contemporary social situation.  
 
As an advocate, families can seek to answer these questions: 

 What does this passage or story reveal about the social situation in which 
it was written? 

 Does this passage or story have social, economic, or political implications 
for today’s society? 

 
 
Become a Student of Literature 
 
This approach for interpreting the meaning of Scripture focuses on the type of 
writing, or literary form, of the passage or story. When we understand what type 
of writing is used in the passage, then we can better interpret its meaning.  
 
The Bible is not a book with chapters but is a library with books. The books 
include many different literary forms, such as history, instruction, legend, 
poetry, debate, fiction, fable, and others. Not considering literary form can result 
in misunderstanding what a biblical author taught on a subject, and it can result 
in completely misunderstanding the subject being discussed. To increase our 
understanding of Scripture, it’s important to be aware of the variety of literary 
forms in the Bible. 
 
As literature students, with a particular Bible passage or story in hand, you can 
seek to answer the following questions: 

 What type of literature is this?  
 What is the plot? 
 Who are the characters? 
 Who is the narrator or speaker? 
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 Who is the implied audience? 
 How does this passage or story fit into the overall literary structure of the 

book?  
 How does this literary “portrait” of the passage or story help us more 

fully understand its meaning and challenge for our family today? 
 
 
Become a History Detective 
 
All the books of the Bible were written a long, long time ago. The earliest biblical 
writings are dated to about 1000 B.C., and much of those writings refer to 
historical events going back to about 1850 B.C. Even the most recent writings of 
the New Testament are dated around 100 A.D. The Bible covers an expansive 
story of God’s salvation that began in the Garden.  
 
If we want to understand the meaning of these ancient writings, we need to gain 
some understanding of the historical and cultural world in which they were 
written. We also need to learn about the people and the events in history from 
which the writing emerged.  
 
As history detectives, with a particular Bible passage or story in hand, families 
can seek answers to the following questions: 

 When, where, and why was the story written? 
 What did the story mean to those who first heard it? 
 What was the author trying to say to his or her audience? 
 What does this passage or story mean for us today? 

 
 
Don’t Become a Literalist 
 
You and the families you work with can discover and interpret the meaning of 
Scripture as a storyteller, a puzzle-master, a seeker, an advocate, a student of 
literature, or a history detective. And of course, you can reflect on a story or 
passage from any combination of these roles.  
 
One way that Catholics should not read and interpret the Bible is as a 
“literalist”—someone who takes every word in Scripture as literal truth. Some 
people believe the Bible is without error in every possible way, including both 
historical and scientific accuracy. This is not how Catholics view the Bible. 
 
But isn’t the Bible without error? If the Bible isn’t literally true, how do we know what’s 
true and what isn’t? To answer these questions, it’s important to go back to the 
understanding of salvation history. The Bible is without error in teaching the truths 
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God wants us to know to save us from sin and death. The Bible does not need to be 
without error in regard to historical and scientific facts in order to teach us what 
we need to know about salvation. The point here is not to ask, “Is the Bible true?” 
but rather to ask, “How is the Bible true?” And the answer is that the Bible is true 
to what we need to know to be in right relationship with God, with each other, 
and with the earth; what we need to know for our salvation.  
 
Now you have six ways of discovering the meaning of Scripture, all from a 
Catholic perspective. And of course you can employ any combination of the six 
ways to break open the meaning a biblical passage. The Bible is a great gift for 
one’s personal spiritual journey, as well as for effective family ministry. After all, 
it is the word of God! Yet using the Bible in family ministry carries a 
responsibility to be faithful to its meaning and intent. 
 
About the Catholic Faith & Family Bible 
 
The Catholic Faith & Family Bible is designed to be a part of daily family living. It 
will be found throughout the house: at the dinner table as part of family prayer, 
on the living room coffee table as part of family discussion, in the parents' 
bedroom as a source of inspiration and solace, in a teen's room as a source of 
learning and guidance. The one place you won't find this Bible: tucked away in a 
corner of a remote bookshelf. 
 
The Catholic Faith & Family Bible was created to make the Bible easier to read and 
understand for ordinary Catholic families, draw readers into the power of God's 
Word, and help Catholic families grow in faith together. Most important, 
Catholic families will discover God's message for their lives today! 
 
The Catholic Faith & Family Bible ... 

 is easy to reader and understand 
 draws readers into the power of God's word 
 helps Catholic families discover God's message for their life today 
 brings the family together 
 is approved by the Catholic Church (imprimatur) 
 contains Catholic connections throughout 
 offers justice connections throughout 
 extends intergenerational faith growth to the home 

 
Learn more about it at www.catholicfaithandfamilybible.org. 
 
 
Leif Kehrwald is Project Coordinator for Lifelong Faith Formation, Center for 
Ministry Development, Portland, Oregon. Leif is the general editor for the 
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Catholic Faith and Family Bible published January 2010 by Harper Catholic Bibles, 
a Division of HarperCollins Publishers.  
 
This article is adapted from “Reading the Bible as a Catholic Family,” a front 
matter article in The Catholic Faith & Family Bible, Harper Catholic Bibles, 2010, as 
well as the journal article “Reading the Bible as a Catholic” in Youth Ministry 
Access, Winter 2010. www.youthministryaccess.org.  
 
 


