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Deepening our life of prayer

Part 2: Lectio Divina


In this section, we’ll look at a classic way of praying with Scripture. The method of
Lectio Divina has formed the staple spiritual diet of countless monks and nuns, has helped form
and sustain innumerable saints. While it is particularly associated with the Benedictine tradition,
it is by no means confined to Benedictines, but has probably been used by almost every tradition
of religious life, especially in the West. In fact, it’s a sufficiently natural process than many
faithful people undoubtedly follow it without being familiar with the term. In recent decades it
has been “rediscovered” in popular spiritual literature, and become more widely practiced, not
only by more catholic and liturgically oriented Christians, but in evangelical circles as well.
Reading, studying, and meditating on Scripture is indispensable in any Christian life of
prayer. While “meditation” is sometimes thought of as a more “advanced” form of prayer,
possibly even a little esoteric, it may be an excellent place to start. Although conversational
prayer is sometimes recommended to beginners (“Just talk with Jesus as though he was right
there in the room, hanging out with you like an ordinary pal in jeans and a tee shirt,” etc.), a solid
familiarity with the Biblical story can no longer be assumed (if it ever could be)–and it’s pretty
hard to “have a conversation” with Someone you don’t know very well and have little reason to
trust!

Members of Rivendell might well use Lectio Divina two or three times a week, if they
find it fruitful, and in any case should be sufficiently familiar with the method to use it on
occasion, and to be able to share it with others. You should allow at least 20 or 30 minutes, so as
not to rush the process. The Psalms or Lessons from the Daily Office can provide material for
the Reading; though you certainly don’t need to be limited to these. Those who practice Lectio
Divina over time are likely to find that it becomes almost second nature.

If you haven’t used this approach much in the past, you might want to begin with
passages from the Gospels. If this is a comfortable and familiar method to you, you might like to
try branching out: for instance, experiment with using the Lectio Divina method with some less
familiar part of the Bible, with some other spiritual reading, even with a hymn, poetry, or other
literature. You could try “reading” an incident from your life, a prayer experience, a dream, a
persistent image; or, go for a walk and “read” something in nature. Or, you might experiment
with some different approaches to the Meditatio phase; several are suggested in the brief two-page guide to the process which follows.



Questions for reflection and possible conversation; suggestions for practice:

– Have you used this method in the past? What has been your experience with it?

– Experiment with lectio divina, as suggested above, for several sessions. You may want to use
Scripture readings from the Daily Office, or simply choose ones that appeal to you. One
possibility which many people find very fruitful is to do a series of meditations on the major
events of Jesus’ birth, life, death and resurrection. You may also want to ask your spiritual
director or mentor for suggestions which might be of particular relevance.

– What is your experience with this approach? Have particular passages or events opened up for
you in new ways? How might you want to incorporate Lectio Divina into your regular practice
of prayer?




Lectio Divina
Reading
Meditation
Prayer
Contemplation

Lectio divina, “holy reading,” is a method of prayer and meditation which has its origins in
ancient monastic tradition, but is very practical and fruitful in the contemporary world. It’s
flexible enough to be used by people of varying temperaments and circumstances, and by
beginners as well as those of mature faith and spiritual practice. While the “reading” is most
often a passage of Scripture, lectio divina can begin with other spiritual reading, a work of art,
the “book of nature,” or even an incident from one’s own life.

Though the following steps are usually more or less sequential, it’s fine to move back and forth
among them. Don’t push to get on with it, don’t worry if you don’t give equal attention to all the
steps, or even if you don’t get to all of them, and don’t be concerned about whether you’re doing
it right. Let the Holy Spirit guide you; and remember that the larger part of work – God’s part of
the meditation – often takes place at deep levels beneath your conscious awareness.

Preparation

If you’re planning to set aside time for lectio divina in the morning, it’s a good idea to read
through the passage you’ve chosen the night before. This gives your unconscious mind and
heart, in concert with the Holy Spirit, time to engage it creatively and openly.
Collect yourself – your intelligence, imagination, emotion, and will – in the presence of God.
Ask the guidance of the Holy Spirit, seeking to be open and receptive to whatever God may want
to give you.

I. Reading (Lectio)

Read the passage (or look, or listen) carefully and attentively. Don’t try to get through a large
amount of text; just read it, several times, perhaps, and look for some word, phrase, or aspect
which catches your attention and engages you. If practical, try reading aloud.

II. Meditation (Meditatio)

Actively welcome, take in, chew on and digest the passage. Engage as much of your being as
possible: senses, imagination, and emotion as well as thinking. A variety of approaches may suit
different types of material, as well as personalities, and even moods; here are some possibilities:

- “You are there”: Project yourself into the story. Construct the scene in your mind’s
eye, using your sensing and imaging abilities fully and vividly: “hear” the sounds and
tones of voice, “see” the setting, even feel, smell, taste. You might take the part of
one of the characters, or put yourself in various places. Let the action unfold, without
rejecting unexpected twists or trying to get every detail right: it’s fine to be playful
sometimes with this approach. This is a good method for those with strong visual
imaging abilities, and for vivid stories, especially from the Gospels.

- “Unpack”: Explore and reflect on images and symbols, characters and their
motivations, and ideas. Let them unfold and come alive! Make connections with
your own experience and knowledge.

- “Letter from God”: Listen and respond to the message as addressed directly and
personally to you.

- “Shimmering” words and images: Read slowly, or look, until something catches your
attention. Then, just stay with it for a while: hold it in your awareness, without trying
to analyze it or pull out some moral conclusion. Repeat it quietly, letting it take root
in your mind and heart.

- “How was your day?” Imagine that you and Jesus are sitting down together, catching
up on the day. Let Jesus tell you about the scriptural material you’ve read; ask
questions, respond. Tell him about your day, too. This approach leads directly into
conversational prayer.

III. Prayer (Oratio)

Respond to God: reflect on what you’ve understood, ask questions, express praise, gratitude,
petition, contrition; make a resolution to do something, and ask for the grace to follow through.
Ask for your own needs, or others who have come to mind. Both meditatio and oratio lend
themselves to journaling. And… listen! 
This can move naturally to the final step:

IV. Contemplation (Contemplatio)

Simply rest quietly in God. Allow your reading, meditation and prayer to sink into your heart.
Use only a few words, or one, or none; wait on God in quiet, simple, loving attentiveness.
Sometimes new insights may bubble up; if so, welcome them (perhaps returning to meditation or
prayer), but don’t strive for them.

Lectio divina is not an isolated spiritual exercise; it should be carried into the rest of life. Look
for some concrete response to make. You might, for instance, make a resolution to act on
something that has come to you. You might also carry around with you a word, a phrase, a
prayer, or an image which has come alive for you, and repeat it from time to time during the day,
like a flower whose fragrance lingers, or a note from a friend or lover you put in your pocket.

