Lectio divina  is one of the oldest forms of prayer in the Church. It dates back to the times when few people knew how to read, and has been a part of monastic life since its beginnings. 

The practice of lectio divina  has four parts: 

  Lectio - reading/listening

  Meditatio – meditating 

  Oratio – praying

  Contemplatio – contemplating, at a deep level

The Rule of Saint Benedict begins with an invitation to prayer: “Listen, my child, to the teachings of your Master, and incline the ear of your heart willingly to hear…”

This is not as easy as it may sound. We are not used to sitting quietly and letting wisdom seep into us. We are used, rather, to tearing quickly through stacks of information, usually multitasking while we do so, to rip out what we need immediately and discard the rest. As a strategy of peace-making, this has not been very successful.

Lectio divina offers us a different way of reading, listening, and thinking. It asks us to slow down, way down, way, way down, to listen for and to the voice of our Lord.

The first step begins with sitting comfortably in a quiet place with no distractions, no background music, no ‘props’. It is very low-tech – just you and your Bible. Nothing to get in the way of our catching the lovely sound of God speaking to us. 

The problem of external noise is easier to get rid of than the internal noise that we all have: the constant inner chatter of our thoughts. But if we are to be peace-makers, we need to be people of peace first of all within ourselves. So we begin, in an atmosphere of exterior silence, to cultivate an interior silence, by focusing our minds on the word of God. 
Lectio is reading on a very small scale: very little, very slow, very quiet. One may begin with just one sentence, or even just one word. In the monasteries and convents of the earliest days, those who could read would be appointed to read to the rest, but only as much as could be absorbed and remembered. The rest of the community would spend several hours on one thought.

What we are listening for is what God is saying to each one of us in our own particular situation, right here and right now. This changes over time, but we need not concern ourselves with thinking too much about it. Let God speak – all we have to do is listen. So we begin with opening our hearts, making room for God, waiting.

The second stage of lectio divina is meditatio – meditation. If we are doing this in a group, then as the leader is speaking, we listen to see what word or phrase strikes home in us. When you ‘catch’ one (or it catches you), hold on to it. Repeat it to yourself, slowly, savoring the words one at a time. This stage has been compared to a cow chewing its cud (not a very nice image, but very apt!). Gently and slowly, repeat the word or phrase, letting it sink deep into you. Welcome it, invite God to show you what it means. Let God’s word become a word for YOU.  If you find yourself becoming distracted, repeat the word or phrase again, even more slowly. Sometimes it is helpful to have an image of the word covering you, like a blanket, or unfolding in a cloud above you.

The third stage is the stage of oratio – prayer. After we have listened to the word for a while, we can begin to speak to God about the word we have heard. Your conversation might go something like this: What is it, Lord, that you want to say to me with this word? (Repeat the word or phrase.) What are you calling me to do with this word? (Repeat the word or phrase.) What are you trying to show me? (Repeat the word or phrase.) Speak, Lord, your servant is listening. (Repeat the word or phrase.) Lord, I ask you to transform me with this word. (Repeat the word or phrase.) 

The final stage of lectio divina is contemplatio – contemplation. In this stage, we have relaxed into the presence of God so deeply that we don’t need to speak. We simply rest, quietly. You may even feel that you are falling asleep (if this happens, it is called snooziatio!). God is holding your life in his hands. God is in charge. Rest, be.

This way of prayer can be a hugely powerful resource. Think of it as a reservoir, from which you can draw endlessly. The silent presence of God is always there waiting for you. Try not to think of it as something you are doing – rather, it is a place to which you can go, anytime. God is always there waiting to speak to you.

Lectio on one’s own

Here are a few pointers to help you through the process.

1) Find a place and time where you can sit quietly and comfortably. Switch off your phone and any music. 

2) Spend a few minutes concentrating on opening your mind and heart. Invite God in. Breathe slowly, and concentrate on the sound of your breath, and the feeling of God’s presence. Let yourself enjoy the silence you and God have created for one another.

3) Now take up your Bible or other spiritual book, and read a passage – doesn’t matter what it is. Not too much – just a few lines.

4) When one word or phrase hits home, you will feel it. Repeat that word or phrase over to yourself. Don’t expect a lightning bolt or a telegram from God. Try not to expect anything – just see what comes up. 

5) As you repeat the word or phrase, you may begin to think about how it relates to your life. This isn’t necessarily a distraction. Just take the phrase with you as you follow that thought. How does that phrase apply to the situation that pops into your mind?

6) Now say to God whatever is in your mind to say. God begins the conversation by giving you a word – what do you have to say in response? What is God’s reply?

7) When your time is up, or you feel you have understood each other, it is good for two friends just to sit quietly together. You don’t have to speak. Just rest in the silent enjoyment of each other’s company.

Lectio Divina as a Group Exercise 

(what follows is from the website of Saint Andrew’s Abbey, Valyermo, California)

THE most authentic and traditional form of Christian lectio divina is solitary or “private” practice.  In recent years, however, many different forms of so-called “group lectio” have become popular and are now widely-practiced.  These group exercises can be very useful means of introducing and encouraging the practice of lectio divina; but they should not become a substitute for an encounter and communion with the Living God that can only take place in that privileged solitude where the biblical Word of God becomes transparent to the Very Word Himself - namely private lectio divina.

In churches of the Third World where books are rare, a form of corporate lectio divina is becoming common in which a text from the Scriptures is pondered by Christians praying together in a group. The method of group lectio divina described here was introduced at St. Andrew's Abbey in Valyermo, California by oblates Doug and Norvene Vest: it is used as part of the Benedictine Spirituality for Laity workshops conducted at the Abbey each summer.

This form of lectio divina works best in a group of between four and eight people. A group leader coordinates the process and facilitates sharing. The same text from the Scriptures is read out three times, followed each time by a period of silence and an opportunity for each member of the group to share the fruit of her or his lectio.

The first reading (the text is actually read twice on this occasion) is for the purpose of hearing a word or passage that touches the heart. When the word or phrase is found, it is silently taken in, and gently recited and pondered during the silence which follows. After the silence each person shares which word or phrase has touched his or her heart.

The second reading (by a member of the opposite sex from the first reader) is for the purpose of “hearing” or “seeing” Christ in the text. Each ponders the word that has touched the heart and asks where the word or phrase touches his or her life that day. In other words, how is Christ the Word touching his own experience, his own life? How are the various members of the group seeing or hearing Christ reach out to them through the text? Then, after the silence, each member of the group shares what he or she has “heard” or “seen.”

The third and final reading is for the purpose of experiencing Christ “calling us forth” into doing or being. Members ask themselves what Christ in the text is calling them to do or to become today or this week. After the silence, each shares for the last time; and the exercise concludes with each person praying for the person on the right.

Those who regularly practice this method of praying and sharing the Scriptures regularly find it to be an excellent way of developing trust within a group; it also is an excellent way of consecrating projects and hopes to Christ before more formal group meetings. 

 TWO APPROACHES to GROUP LECTIO DIVINA

 1. Lectio Divina Shared in Community

(A) Listening for the Gentle Touch of Christ the Word

(The Literal Sense)

1. One person reads aloud (twice) the passage of scripture, as others are attentive to some segment that is especially meaningful to them.

2. Silence for 1-2 minutes. Each hears and silently repeats a word or phrase that attracts.

3. Sharing aloud: [A word or phrase that has attracted each person]. A simple statement of one or a few words. No elaboration.

(B) How Christ the Word speaks to ME

(The Allegorical Sense)

4. Second reading of same passage by another person.

5. Silence for 2-3 minutes. Reflect on “Where does the content of this reading touch my life today?”

6. Sharing aloud: Briefly: “I hear, I see...”

(C) What Christ the Word Invites me to DO

(The Moral Sense)

7. Third reading by still another person.

8. Silence for 2-3 minutes. Reflect on “I believe that God wants me to . . . . . . today/this week.”

9. Sharing aloud: at somewhat greater length the results of each one's reflection. [Be especially aware of what is shared by the person to your right.]

10. After full sharing, pray for the person to your right.

    Note: Anyone may “pass” at any time. If instead of sharing with the group you prefer to pray silently , simply state this aloud and conclude your silent prayer with Amen.

  2. Lectio on Life: Applying Lectio Divina to my personal Salvation History

Purpose: to apply a method of prayerful reflection to a life/work incident (instead of to a scripture passage)

(A) Listening for the Gentle Touch of Christ the Word

(The Literal Sense)

1. Each person quiets the body and mind: relax, sit comfortably but alert, close eyes, attune to breathing...

2. Each person gently reviews events, situations, sights, encounters that have happened since the beginning of the retreat/or during the last month at work.

(B) Gently Ruminating, Reflecting

(Meditatio - Meditation)

3. Each person allows the self to focus on one such offering.

a) Recollect the setting, sensory details, sequence of events, etc.

b) Notice where the greatest energy seemed to be evoked. Was there a turning point or shift?

c) In what ways did God seem to be present? To what extent was I aware then? Now?

(C) Prayerful Consecration, Blessing

(Oratio - Prayer)

4. Use a word or phrase from the Scriptures to inwardly consecrate - to offer up to God in prayer - the incident and interior reflections. Allow God to accept and bless them as your gift.

(D) Accepting Christ's Embrace; Silent Presence to the Lord

(Contemplatio - Contemplation)

5. Remain in silence for some period.

(E) Sharing our Lectio Experience with Each Other

(Operatio - Action; works)

6. Leader calls the group back into “community.”

7. All share briefly (or remain in continuing silence).
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