LECTIO DIVINA -  SACRED READING

A PERSONAL METHOD OF BIBLE REFLECTION

adapted from http://www.clubi.ie/shalom/lectio/method.html

Lectio divina (Latin expression which means Sacred reading) is done in three stages: 

• reading: you read the passage slowly and reverentially, allowing the words to sink into your consciousness;

• meditation: you allow the passage to stir up memories within you, so that you recognise in it your own experience, or that of people who have touched your life;

•prayer: you allow the meditation to lead you to prayer - thanksgiving, humility and petition.

The basic principle of lectio divina is that bible reading is a personal encounter with God, a communion which resembles (though different from) the communion of the Eucharist. This goes against what has prevailed in our Church for some centuries: the text was seen as containing a message - doctrinal or moral - and once we got the message, the text had achieved its purpose. In lectio divina, we love the text, linger over it, read it over and over, let it remain with us. 

Once we approach the text in this way, we come face to face with the fact that it speaks to the imagination. A bible text is not like a textbook or a newspaper, providing us with objective information. It was not written like that. Instead, it stirs up feelings; we find ourselves identifying with the characters, we feel for them, admire them or dislike them. We are caught up in the movement of the text, its suspense, its dramatic reversals of fortune, its unanswered questions. 

Gradually, we "recognise" the text; we find that we have lived the experience of the text ourselves, or have seen it lived in others who have touched our lives, for good or for ill. Reading the text becomes a homecoming - and a lifting up. We find ourselves caught up in the story of God's people, "fellow citizens with the saints" (Eph 2:19); we are the lowly ones whom God "lifts up from the dust and sets in the company of princes, yes the princes of His people" (psalm 113:7-8). 

Lectio divina, like all imaginative communication - especially story-telling - teaches not directly but by changing the consciousness of those who practice it. By identifying ourselves with God's people - Jesus, the prophets and the great men and women of the Old and New Testaments - we find ourselves adopting their attitudes. We also recognise ourselves in the bad characters of the text - the Pharisees, Pharaoh, the apostles when they were jealous of each other - and find that we want to give up these attitudes. 

The bible, recognised as coinciding with our experience, reveals to us the truth about life - not abstract truth, but an ideal we hunger and thirst for and, from another perspective, an evil we recoil from. In the bible text, therefore, we discover the double reality of every human person - a story of sin and a story of grace. They are not equally true, however - the story of grace is the deep truth of the person, their "true name", the wheat which God will gather into his barn; sin is the chaff that will be burnt in a fire that never goes out (cf. Mt 3:12). 

Lectio blossoms spontaneously into prayer in three dimensions: 

   •thanksgiving that God is alive in the story of grace; 

   •humility that the story of hubris is alive in our lives; 

   •petition that the story of grace may prevail - "May we forever experience God’s eternally-present grace!”

In lectio divina we experience the true meaning of theology - entering through Bible reading into the wisdom of God or, more accurately, allowing God-alive-in-the-Bible to lead us into wisdom, humbly, gratefully and with awe, like St Paul on the road to Damascus. The wisdom of God gives us his perspective on every aspect of life: one-to-one relationships, but also economics, politics, agriculture, etc. 

Michael Casey, in Sacred Reading - The Ancient Art of Lectio Divina, writes:
"Repetition is the soul of genuine lectio. It is a right brain activity; we do not grasp the entire content immediately but in a circular manner. We read and advance, then we go back and read again. With each repetition, something new may strike us... It takes time for us to become attuned to the subtle rhythms of a particular writing; the more we can slow down our reading, the more likely it is that we will catch sight of something unexpected." 

"Lectio divina is not only a means of discovering something about God; it also helps us to understand our hidden selves. It is not the alienating absorption of a message that is foreign or even hostile to our deepest aspirations; it is the surprising conclusion that our most authentic level of being is mirrored in the Scriptures. What is most intimate to our existence as persons is nourished and nurtured by God's word."

_________________________________

The Stages of Lectio Divina
The first stage is lectio (reading) where we read the Word of God, slowly and reflectively so that it sinks into us. Any passage of Scripture can be used for this way of prayer but the passage should not be too long. 

 The second stage is meditatio (reflection) where we think about the text we have chosen and ruminate upon it so that we take from it what God wants to give us. 

 The third stage is oratio (response) where we leave our thinking aside and simply let our hearts speak to God. This response is inspired by our reflection on the Word of God. 

 These first three stages of Lectio Divina are intended to move the practioner toward an experience of contemplatio (rest) where we let go not only of our own ideas, plans and meditations but also of our holy words and thoughts. We simply rest in the Word of God. We listen at the deepest level of our being to God who speaks within us with a still small voice. As we listen, we are gradually transformed from within. Obviously this transformation will have a profound effect on the way we actually live and the way we live is the test of the authenticity of our prayer. We must take what we read in the Word of God into our daily lives.
Example to Practice

LECTIO DIVINA 

1 Kings 19: 1-13

Three Chimes (optional)

Some people have found the chiming of a small chime or bell as a ritual practice to mark the beginning of this discipline as a helpful spiritual practice.
The First Reading (read the following scripture, or another scripture, to yourself [whether aloud or silently]. Read it as though you are savoring the text, telling a story to yourself, slowly but with natural inflection.)
Ahab told Jezebel all that Elijah had done, and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword.  Then Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, "So may the gods do to me, and more also, if I do not make your life like the life of one of them by this time tomorrow." 

Then he was afraid; he got up and fled for his life, and came to Beer-sheba, which belongs to Judah; he left his servant there.  But he himself went a day's journey into the wilderness, and came and sat down under a solitary broom tree. He asked that he might die: "It is enough; now, O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than my ancestors." Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. 

Suddenly an angel touched him and said to him, "Get up and eat." He looked, and there at his head was a cake baked on hot stones, and a jar of water. He ate and drank, and lay down again. 

The angel of the LORD came a second time, touched him, and said, "Get up and eat, otherwise the journey will be too much for you."  He got up, and ate and drank; then he went in the strength of that food forty days and forty nights to Horeb the mount of God. 

At that place he came to a cave, and spent the night there. Then the word of the LORD came to him, saying, "What are you doing here, Elijah?"  Elijah answered, "I have been very zealous for the LORD, the God of hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, thrown down your altars, and killed your prophets with the sword. I alone am left, and they are seeking my life, to take it away." 

The word of the LORD said, "Go out and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by." Now there was a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence. 

When Elijah heard the nothingness he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave. Then there came a voice to him that said, "What are you doing here, Elijah?"

Meditatio
A personal, quiet, internal reflection on the text for several minutes (long enough to be contemplative but not so long as to lose one’s intention in distraction). You may find it helpful to lengthen the time of this stage to a place that challenges you toward growth; the amount of time you spend on this stage may grow over time. 
A Chime (optional)

Some people have found the chiming of a small chime or bell as a ritual practice to mark the transition from one stage to the next reading as a helpful spiritual practice.
The Second Reading (Read the same scriptural text again in the same way)

Oratio
A personal, quiet, internal response to God. Let your heart respond to God as you are inspired by your reflection. Take the time you need for this practice.

A Chime(optional)

Some people have found the chiming of a small chime or bell as a ritual practice to mark the transition from one stage to the next reading as a helpful spiritual practice.
The Third Reading (Read the same scriptural text once more in the same way)

Contemplatio
A personal, quiet, letting go of all your words, thoughts, ideas, and plans in order to simply rest in the Word of God. A time to listen at the deepest level of our being to God who speaks within us. Be sure to not rush this time.

Three Chimes(optional)

Some people have found the chiming of a small chime or bell as a ritual practice to mark the ending of one’s time in Lectio Divina.
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