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Lectio Divina systematised 
The tradition of what is today called lectio divina, that is the 
desire to allow oneself to be changed by the power of the 
Word of God, would not be understood without seeing its 
roots in the tradition of the monasticism of the first three 
centuries of Christian asceticism. 

The systematisation of lectio divina was elaborated more 
concretely by a Carthusian monk, Guigo II around 1150. 
In his letter to a fellow religious, he describes a four ringed 
ladder to heaven where each ring represents one of the four 
steps in his method of scripture reading. Guigo describes 
the four steps in the first chapter in this way: "When I 

was hard at work one day, thinking on the spiritual work 
needful for God's servants, four such spiritual works came 
to my mind, these being: reading; meditation; prayer and 
contemplation. "19  

The four steps in the method of reading the Bible were 
systematised as follows: 

Lectio (reading) 

Meditatio (meditation) 

()ratio (prayer) 

Contemplatio (contemplation) 

The first stage is to read the Word of God reflectively so that 
it finds a home in the heart. Any passage of Scripture can 
be used. The second stage is reflecting about the chosen text 
so that we can take from it what God wants to give us. The 
third stage is to leave aside our thinking and respond from 
our heart; to speak to God from the heart. The final stage is 
to contemplate the Word of God so that it can transform us 
and influence our daily life. 

Prayer should accompany the reading of the Word of God, 
"so that a dialogue takes place between God and man. For 
"we speak to him when we pray; we listen to him when we 
read the divine oracles: "'20  "The disciple is the one who 
is close enough to hear and to respond to Jesus' deepest 
question, "Do you believe me?" (Jn 11:26) Everything 
depends on my answer!"21  Being close enough to listen to 
the Word of God allows the person to be able to respond to 
it. Through this listening to the Word, then, conversion is 
possible. 

The first three stages of lectio divina are a process of coming 
to know God in a deeper way, then with the final step of 
contemplation we move to a "letting go." In our daily life 
it is so easy to hold onto our plans, thoughts, worries and 
ideas. To enter into a form of prayer that necessitates us to 
"be" with God on a deeper level implies that we surrender. 
Living in a society where we check off our "to do lists" and 
don't feel content until we have been efficient, makes it 
difficult to see the value in contemplation. Jesus invites us 
to enter into his thinking, to be with him in love. To read 
his word in love and let it take root in our hearts. 

Being drawn into the journey and not so concerned about 
the end result is the aim of our daily Christian pilgrimage. 
When we cultivate a contemplative life, God can break 

through and work in and through 
us. Contemplation slows us down 
to see that what is most valuable in 
life is being and not doing. It assists 
us in our process of moving from 
what is superficial to what is most 
real: the personal experience of 
God. 

Indeed, it is a challenge that each 
one of us are invited to take up daily 
in our spiritual journey. To take 
the invitation from Jesus to read, 
meditate, pray and contemplate his 
Word. In our busy and hectic lives, 
this type of prayer can find its way 
to the bottom of our list of priorities and easily be regarded 
as a "waste" of time. The personal challenge is to reorder 
our way of thinking, and make time for prayer. We are all 
invited to be contemplatives in our workplaces, our families 
and our places of study. 

Conclusion 
In the midst of a society lacking spiritual depth, the Word 
still finds strength. This is the challenge for those who have 
received the Word to be able to announce it to those who 
have not yet heard it. Those who have experienced life from 
the Word are called to become givers, while at the same time 
remembering the gift that it is to have first been receivers of 
such life. "If we do not admit to the wounds, we cannot be 
part of the healing. If we do not feel the bleeding wounds of 
our society, of the church, we are part of the sickness. To 
change something, we ourselves are going to be changed. If 
we do not change, we are not a part of the healing process. 
To change demands boldness, passion, imagination."22  It 
is through first receiving the Word into our own lives and 
allowing it to transform us from within that we in turn can 
then become givers of the Word to our broken world. 

Questions: 
1. Jesus Christ is the 'perfect and unsurpassable Word' of 
God (CCC, 65). Read paragraphs 51-64 and 66-67 of the 
Catechism, placing this statement in context. Do you gain 
a sense of God's plan of salvation for all of humanity? 

2. How have you experienced the power of the Word of 
God in your life? 

3. Do you feel that 'being' is often a second priority to 
`doing' in your life and in the Western World in general? 
How might you use Lectio Divina in your life, in your 
family, in your Parish to 'reorder' things? 
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IRS What was above all important for The Desert Fathers was 
not to read the Bible, but to live it. Obviously however, in 
order to live it, they needed to know it. 

The Second Vatican Council described the study 
of the sacred page as the "very soul of sacred theology". 
The heart of all knowledge and all study is the Word. If 
we are to commit ourselves to the directives of the Second 
Vatican Council to make the Word of God the centre piece 
in our lives and church, Lectio Divina is one way that can be 
utilised as an effective tool for doing just that. 

Lectio Diving: Biblical Perspective 
The first task is to look at the history of salvation and how 
people experienced and responded to the Word. 

Being the mouthpiece of God, the prophets in the Old 
Testament provide comprehensible witness to the work oft he 
Word not only in their lives, but also in the lives of the ones 
to whom that they preached. The Divine Confrontation' 
of the prophet Jeremiah gives us an excellent example (Jer 
1:4). The call of Jeremiah begins in dialogue that is initiated 
by God. No other call narrative has so many terms used 
to stress the importance of the divine commissioning: "I 
formed you...I knew you...I consecrated you....I appointed 
you a prophet" (Jer 1:5). 

The reassurance in Jer 1:7-8 shows how Jeremiah's 
objection of being only a boy is illogical in front of God. 
The reassurance from God outweighs the limitations that 
Jeremiah sees in himself. At first, the prophet hesitates. It is 
God's initiative, however, that counts. 

Jeremiah is one of the examples of someone who responded 
to the power of the Word of God in their life. Both the 
prophets and early fathers of faith became disciples through 
hearing and responding to a call they received through the 
Word. Due to their affirmative response, others were then 
able to also become disciples through the Word that was 
handed on by them. 

New Testament 
The New Testament provides a record of those who 
experienced the power of the Word in Jesus Christ, the 
`perfect and unsurpassable Word' of God. 

The Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John give accounts 
of how people experienced and responded to the power of 
the Word of God. Most notably, the disciples of Jesus reveal 
the power of the Word of God in their life. In the Synoptic 
Gospels, a disciple is one who answers Jesus' call to "follow 
me". 

Choice of the twelve disciples 
For Mark, the twelve disciples are a model of discipleship 
because they respond to the power of the Word. They are 
the ones appointed in Mark 3:13: 

And he went up on the mountain and called to him those whom he 
desired, and they came to him. And he made twelve, to be with him, 
and to be sent out to preach, and have authority to cast out evil spirits. 

The twelve responded to the Word by following Jesus' 
request. 

As you look more directly at Mark's Gospel, it is clear that 
there are different groups of people who responded in a 
positive way to the call to follow Jesus: three who are very 
close to Jesus (Peter, James and John); the Twelve, (which 
include this inner core); and the larger following of crowds 
that Jesus had.' 

In the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus chooses twelve men "to be 
with him, and to be sent out to proclaim the message" (Mk 
3:14), but he does not actually send them out on a mission 
until later, after he has taught them further (Mk 6:7-13). 
What distinguishes the twelve disciples from the rest is that 
they are all called by Jesus to be with him and also to go 
out. A disciple listens to the teacher, but the task is only 
complete when he carries out the mission entrusted to him. 

The twelve original disciples became apostles when Jesus 
sent them to preach and to heal (Mk 6:7-13). While all 
apostles were disciples of Jesus, not all of his disciples were 
apostles. "Many of Jesus' followers found the demands of 
discipleship too great, were unable to respond to the totality 
of giving which was involved." ' 

What did Jesus call his disciples for? 
The Second Vatican Council teaches that disciples bear 
witness to Christ everywhere on earth.' Jesus called his 
disciples to be seen and heard and to stand out in the 
midst of the crowd. For this, they needed to allow the 
power of the Word of God to change them. The disciples 
heard the call from Jesus, responded in a positive way, and 
as a consequence made changes in their lives. The radical 
change in the direction of the lives of the disciples was a 
witness to the power of the Word of God, and an effiective 
means of passing on the message. 

Discipleship was oriented towards this great aim. The 
disciple was to share in the same mission and authority as 
Jesus himself.' 

Listening and being sent 
In the New Testament the power of the Word is focussed 
on the person of Jesus. "The word is related to Jesus as he 
extends the prophetic vocation in his own life."' Jesus is 
the Word incarnate, both risen and present. "The presence 
of Jesus as Lord gives rise to the church in which a principal 
function is proclamation"' "in words not taught by human 
wisdom but taught by the spirit" (1 Cor 2:13). As it says in 
Isaiah 50:4, "The Lord Yahweh has taught me so I speak as 
his disciple.....morning after morning he wakes me up to 
hear, to listen like a disciple." A disciple of Jesus listens to 
his Word and is provoked as Jesus was, to share this word 
with others. By listening to the voice of God, not only can 
the disciple understand the ways of Jesus, but then he can 
pass on the Gospel to others in a living way. 

The Word of God as a School of Life 
The Scripture held an important role in the life of the 
Fathers of the Desert. "It was first of all a school of life. And 
because it was a school of life, it was also a school of prayer 
for the men and women who desired to make of their life 
a continual prayer, as Scripture demanded of them."9  The 
Fathers desired to carry out all the principles of Scripture, 
the primary one being to maintain a life of prayer. The 
whole aim of the monk was to persevere in prayer and to 

direct all of their activities towards 
the goal of perfection of the heart. 

The call of Antony of 
Egypt 
The life of Antony as described by 
Athanasius in his Life of Antony 
is an example of how through 
listening to the Word of God, a 
life was powerfully transformed. 
Antony heard the Scriptures read 
since childhood, as he had been 
brought up in a Christian family 
in Alexandria. The gospel text, "If 
you would be perfect, go, sell what 
you have and give to the poor, and 

come, follow me you will have a treasure in heaven" (Mt 
19:21) was influential for Antony. The openness of Antony 
to this passage of Scripture resulted in him selling the 
family property and distributing the proceeds to the needy 
in his village. He had heard this text before "but this day 
the message strikes him most forcibly, and he receives it as 
a personal call."'° 

Lectio Diving as a School of Prayer 
Lectio Divina is rooted in Monastic practice, while at the 
same time being part of a larger tradition of Christian 
spirituality. It can assist in integrating biblical scholarship 
into a devotional life. 

The Fathers of the desert for example, as we saw in the life 
of Antony, had the desire to faithfully carry out all the 
guidelines of the Scripture. The most important precept for 
them was that the Word of God becomes their life. Prayer 
was to become a way of life for the Fathers, not just at a 
particular time of their day or in one compartment of their 
life. 

Athanasius writes of Antony for example, "He worked 
with his hands, having heard that he who is idle, let him 
not eat (2 Th 3:10). And he spent what he made, partly for 
bread, and partly on those in need. He prayed constantly, 
since he learned that it is necessary to pray unceasingly in 
private. For he paid such close attention to what was read 
that nothing from Scripture did he fail to take in - rather he 
grasped everything, and in him the memory took the place 
of books."" 

What was above all important for the Fathers was not to read 
the Bible, but to live it. Obviously however, in order to live it, 

they needed to know it. For the monks the interpretation was 
in actions and gestures, "in a life of holiness transformed by 
the constant dialogue of the monks with the scriptures." 12  
The person, who assimilated the Word, thus became "a new 
object of interpretation."'' 

What does Lectio Diving mean? 
Originally, lectio signified a teaching or a lesson; and in 
its derived sense, refers to the group of texts transmitting 
this teaching. In a later sense, which is more common 
today, lectio can also refer to reading. "This last sense is 
obviously the one in which this expression is understood 
today. In our days, in fact, lectio divina is spoken of as a 
specific observance; and we are told that it is a form of 
reading different from all others, and that above all we must 
not confuse true lectio divina with other forms of 'spiritual 
reading'. This is a completely modern vision, and as such, 
represents a concept foreign to the Fathers of the Desert."'" 

Among Latin writers, lectio divina represents the Word 
of God itself as opposed to a human activity on the Word 
of God. The sole meaning at the time of the Fathers of the 
Desert was to teach something, and that one should listen 
attentively to lectio divina, that God in lectio divina reminds 
us of how we should live.15  

For the monks, the Word of God was their way of life. A 
group of brothers who asked Antony for a "word" received 
the reply: "You have heard the Scriptures? They will do very 
well for you."'6  

The school of the desert was a life of continual adjustment 
between prayer and reading, reading and prayer, night and 
day. It developed into a method for them, "when you pray, 
you speak to God, when you read, God speaks to you."" 

In more recent times in the history of the church others have 
taken up the use of lectio divina as both a way of life and 
a way of prayer. Charles de Foucauld prayed the Word of 
God so constantly that it became autobiographical. When 
his life was taken at the hands of others, they found on his 
body a slip of paper which he had carried all his years in 
the desert, "Remember that you will die by violence and in 
pain.. ..and hope that it will be today."'" He prayed with the 
Word in such a way that it imparted the power to be willing 
to sacrifice his life. 
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The first three stages of lectio divina are a process of 
coming to know God in a deeper way, then with the final 
step of contemplation we move to a "letting go." 

Anthony the Great 


