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+ REMEMBER: Science can describe patterns, but conversion and virtue are
the work of grace that we freely cooperate with.

Catholic Dads Spiritual Triathlon

Day 2: Renewal of the Mind

Discernment, CBT-Informed Awareness, Neuroplasticity, and Virtue

Series Orientation

Download the free PDF teaching series from Catholic Dads HQ here

This three-part series is written for Catholic dads who want to move beyond occasional inspiration into a stable
rhythm of formation. Its center is not psychology, self-improvement, or brain technique. Its center is Christ: the Word
made flesh, present in Scripture, the sacraments, the life of the Church, and the vocation of the domestic church.

The language of cognitive behavioral therapy, neuroplasticity, early brain architecture, and ecological systems is used
only as a secondary aid. Science can describe patterns in human development; the Christian response is conversion,
virtue, prayer, sacramental grace, and charity.

The working image is a spiritual triathlon. A man does not prepare for a demanding race by training once a week for fifty
minutes. Likewise, a father does not ordinarily grow in stable Catholic fatherhood by giving God one hurried hour on
Sunday and then living the rest of the week without prayerful contact with the Word of God. Sunday Mass is the center,
but the center is meant to order the whole week.

Catholic Guardrails for the Whole Series

e (Grace, revelation, the sacraments, virtue, and Church teaching are primary.

e Psychological tools can help a father notice patterns, but they do not replace conversion, prayer, Confession, the
Eucharist, spiritual direction, or professional mental health care when needed.

e Neuroplasticity can describe how repeated actions shape habits; it is not the cause of grace.

e Developmental science can help us understand the human dynamics of relationship; it is not the theological foundation
of fatherhood.

e The goalis not technique-driven control, but faithful cooperation with God in love. These insights can help us
understand patterns, but conversion and virtue are the work of grace that we freely cooperate with.
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The Daily Script: Same Training Plan for Each Lesson
Daily: 10 Minutes

e 5 minutes — Scripture: read a short passage slowly. Read for the literal sense first, then ask how the text leads you to
Christ, virtue, repentance, and trust.

e 2 minutes — Prayer dialogue: respond to God with gratitude, petition, repentance, and surrender.

e 3 minutes — One faithful action: choose your concrete action from prayer, charity, repentance (including Confession
when needed or planned), and obedience to your duties. Make the action virtue-based: patience, gentleness,
courage, repair, service, or a needed apology.

Church-Style Scripture Reading: A Micro-Guideline

e Readforthe literal sense first: what the inspired author intended to affirm in context.

e Letthe Church guide the spiritual sense: application must stay connected to the text, to Christ, and to His paschal
mystery, not to private imagination.

e Avoid ready-made answers that ignore genre, figurative language, historical setting, or the actual words of the
passage.

e When uncertain, lean on Church teaching and the Church's preaching: the Mass readings, the homily, the Catechism,
the Fathers, the saints, and trustworthy Catholic resources.

Weekly: 20 Minutes

e Review one Scripture passage from the week.

e Name one virtue God is inviting you to practice.

e Ask: Whatdid | do? Where did | fail? Whom do | need to repair with? What grace should | ask for tomorrow?

e Plan Confession periodically, such as monthly or quarterly, as an ordinary repentance rhythm rather than only as an
emergency response. Fathers should not treat repentance as a vague feeling; the sacrament trains humility, truth,
mercy, and return.
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Day 2: Renewal of the Mind

Be Transformed by the Renewal of Your Mind: Discernment, CBT-Informed Awareness,

Neuroplasticity, and Virtue

A Catholic dad may sincerely believe in God’s providence and still live much of the day under anxious, distorted, or
reactive thoughts. He may believe, “God provides,” but think: “I am alone,” “l am failing,” “My child will never
change,” “Everything depends on me,” or “If | cannot control this, everything will fall apart.”

These thoughts may feel true because they are emotionally powerful. But emotional intensity is not the same as truth.

Cognitive behavioral tools can help a father notice the relationship between thoughts, emotions, bodily reactions, and
behavior. But for the Catholic dad, the deeper work is discernment and conversion: naming the thought, testing it
against truth, asking for grace, and choosing charity.

Translation Line

e CBT can help name patterns; the Christian response is discernment, repentance, virtue, and grace. Science can
describe patterns; the Christian response is conversion, prayer, and concrete acts of charity.

e The standard is not emotional relief alone, but truth, charity, and conformity to Christ.

e This exercise is not a substitute for professional mental health care when clinical anxiety, depression, trauma,
addiction, or safety concerns are present. Catholic fathers should seek appropriate professional help when needed and
remain rooted in the sacraments, prayer, virtue, and the support of the Church.

This is not foreign to Catholic tradition. The Desert Fathers examined thoughts. St. Ignatius of Loyola taught
discernment of spirits. St. Paul tells Christians to be transformed by the renewal of the mind and to take thoughts
captive in obedience to Christ. The saints understood that not every interior movement should be obeyed simply
because it appears within us.

The Catholic Dad’s Interior Pause: Name, Test, Grace, Choose Charity

e Name: What thought just passed through my mind?

e Test:Isittrue, exaggerated, incomplete, despairing, proud, or fear-based?
e Grace: Lord, what virtue are You inviting me to practice here?

e Choose charity: What is the next faithful action?

Example: A child disobeys again. The automatic thought is: “He never listens. | am failing as a father.” The emotion is
anger, shame, or discouragement. The renewed Catholic thought is: “This is a formation moment. My child needs
correction, but also my calm. | can discipline firmly without contempt.” The virtue is patience, charity, fortitude, and
prudence. The action is to lower my voice, correct clearly, follow through, and reconnect afterward.

Neuroplasticity and Virtue

Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s capacity to change through repeated experience, attention, behavior, and
relationship. In simple terms: what we repeatedly practice, we strengthen. A father who repeatedly practices anger
becomes more easily angered. A father who repeatedly practices avoidance becomes more easily avoidant. A father
who repeatedly practices prayer, gratitude, patience, self-command, apology, and truthful interpretation gradually
becomes more capable of those responses.

Translation Line

e Neuroplasticity can describe how repeated acts shape habits; Catholic tradition names the moral goal as virtue.
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e Graceis not caused by brain change. Grace heals and elevates nature, and repeated cooperation with grace forms
stable dispositions toward the good.

This is why daily prayer matters. This is why Scripture matters. This is why Confession matters. This is why a father
apologizing to his child matters. This is why turning off the phone and making eye contact matters. A father who
pauses before reacting is doing more than “being nice.” He is cooperating with grace, training his reactions,
strengthening virtue, and modeling self-command for his children.

Today’s Daily Script

e Scripture: Read Romans 12:1-2 or Philippians 4:6-9.

e Prayer: “Jesus, renew my mind. Help me reject fear, resentment, and despair. Give me the grace to respond with
charity.”

e Faithful action: Write down one automatic thought and one renewed Catholic response. Then practice one virtue
deliberately.

Reflection Questions

e What automatic thought most often governs my fatherhood?

e Do ltend toward control, despair, anger, withdrawal, shame, or fear?
e Whatthought do | need to take captive in obedience to Christ?

e Whatvirtue do | need to practice this week?

e How would my children describe my emotional presence in the home?

Catholic Examples for Dads

e St.Ignatius of Loyola — discernment of spirits and disciplined examination of the interior life.
e St. Francis de Sales — gentleness, patience, and steady growth in holiness.

e St. Thomas Aquinas — faith and reason ordered toward truth.

e St. Benedict — stability, rhythm, prayer, and disciplined daily life.
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Universal Appendix: One-Page Daily Triathlon Script
This stable rhythm is repeated in each lesson as the unchanging daily training plan. Use it as a one-page handout, daily
checklist, or print appendix for the full three-day challenge.

1. Scripture — 5 Minutes
[JRead a short passage slowly, beginning with the literal sense: what the text says in context.

[0 Ask: What does the text actually say?
[0 Ask: What does this reveal about God, Christ, sin, grace, virtue, discipleship, and the paschal mystery?

[OWhen confused, do not invent a private theory. Return to the Church: the homily, the Catechism, the Fathers, the
saints, and trusted Catholic resources.

2. Prayer Dialogue — 2 Minutes
O Gratitude: Lord, thank You for...

[ Petition: Lord, help me with...
[JRepentance: Lord, forgive me for...

[ Surrender: Lord, | entrust...

3. One Faithful Action — 3 Minutes
[0 Choose one virtue for the day: patience, gentleness, fortitude, prudence, temperance, humility, mercy, or charity.

[0 Choose one concrete action from prayer, charity, repentance, Confession when needed or planned, obedience to
duty, repair, apology, blessing, listening, restraining anger, family prayer, or service.

O At night ask: What did | do? Where did | fail? How will | repair tomorrow?

Closing Charge

The Catholic dad is not called to be perfect. He is called to be faithful.

The renewal of the mind is not self-help technique. It is a graced conversion of thought, desire, reaction, and action.
Name the thought, test it in truth, ask for grace, and choose charity.

Today, let interior discipline become love in action.

References and Recommended Reading

e Sacred Scripture: Romans 12:1-2; 2 Corinthians 10:5; Philippians 4:6-9; John 15:1-17.

e Catechism of the Catholic Church, 882565 and 2653, on prayer as a living relationship with God and Scripture
reading with prayer.

e St.Ignatius of Loyola, Spiritual Exercises, especially discernment of spirits and examination of interior movements.

e St. Francis de Sales, Introduction to the Devout Life, especially its gentle and practical guidance for growth in
holiness in ordinary life.

e St. Thomas Aquinas, on virtue as stable disposition toward the good.
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e St. Benedict, Rule of St. Benedict, on stability, rhythm, obedience, and ordered daily life.
e Pope Leo XIV, General Audience on Dei Verbum (14 January 2026), on God speaking to men as friends.
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