
Lectio Divina 
!
Often, the concept of a Quiet Time — which originated as a method to refresh the 
hearts of lethargic Christians by providing a kick-starter for their constant communion 
with God — was at best treated like a one stop shop for connecting with God and at 
worst a chore or project in order to be a “good Christian.” I was surprised by how 
many younger believers thought the Quiet Time was just a mini bible study. We have 
drastically strayed from what John Wesley originally intended the Quiet Time to be. !
The concept of spending time with God is present in scripture, but the way we treat 
the Quiet Time is not. Instead, Jesus offered an illustration to the disciples the night he 
was betrayed to communicate the approach one should take. !
Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit 

by itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, 
unless you abide in me. I am the vine; you are the 

branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that 
bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.  

John 15:4-5 !
Jesus says that we are to abide in him as a branch abides in the life-giving, nourishing, 
sustaining vine. This is not the image of a branch coming to the vine for 15 minutes in 
the morning and then departing for the rest of the day; it is the branch staying 
attached all day every day. This is not to say that we shouldn’t carve out time in our 
schedule to spend with God, as this is a wonderful way to begin our day. What I am 
saying is that we should not leave our communion with God at that table. !



History 
In the third century, Origen wrote a poignant letter to a Christian bishop named 
Gregory of Neocaesarea. Toward the end of his letter he made a personal appeal for 
Gregory to return once again to abiding of God’s divine Scriptures. Origen urged 
Gregory to not only study God’s word but to pray through it and ask God to illuminate 
his word to him. Origen said: !

“While you attend to this divine reading seek aright and 
with unwavering faith in God the hidden sense which is 

present in most passages of the divine Scriptures. And do 
not be content with knocking and seeking, for what is 

most necessary for understanding divine things is prayer, 
and in urging us to this the Savior says not only, ‘Knock, 

and it shall be opened to you,’ and ‘Seek, and ye shall 
find,’ but also ‘Ask, and it shall be given you.’” !

After Origen’s groundbreaking thoughts on praying through scripture to connect with 
God, many early church fathers began thinking, writing and practicing this approach. 
Some of these leaders included Basil, John Cristostom, Athanasius, Jerome, Ambrose, 
etc. Jerome said, “Read not for work but for delight and building of the soul,” and 
“The soul is fed each day with Lectio Divina.” Ambrose said, “In Lectio we listen to 
God, in Oratio we speak to God.” Even by just these few quotes, one can begin to 
gather a decent idea of what Lectio was for the early church fathers. During this 
Patristic era, this method slowly became a monastic practice despite John Cristostom’s 
teaching as Lectio being for everyone. !
Once the monastic movement emerged, many desert fathers gave themselves to 
Lectio as well. St. Anthony, the forerunner of the desert movement, was known to be a 
man who deeply practiced Lectio Divina as a means to pray and memorize the word. 
This was so densely practiced by Anthony that it became one of the major tenants that 
he passed down to his disciples. Pacomius and his disciples dedicated themselves to 
God’s Word through Lectio Divina. This was a hallmark of the desert fathers. !
Even closer to the middle ages, Lectio Divina was preserved. The Benedictines, 
Cistercians and the Carthusians constantly found themselves in the exercise of Lectio. 
St. Bernard “was occupied with prayer, reading and meditation.” Though Guy the 
Carthusian wasn’t the original thinker of Lectio, he is the provider of our basic model of 



Lectio Divina: Lectio, Meditatio, Oratio, Contemplatio.	


Definition 
Lectio Divina means divine reading or sacred reading. The fundamental goal of Lectio 
Divina is an encounter with the Word of God, Jesus himself, through God’s Word. This 
is not to be confused with the ink on the page but the literal Word of God, who is 
Jesus. John prologues his Gospel by describing Jesus becoming flesh and dwelling 
among us. For the first century Hebrew reader, John 1 would have been demonstrative 
of how Jesus becomes enfleshed to us through his word as his Word, allowing us 
admission to himself. In it’s simplest definition, Lectio Divina is a way of clearing a path 
toward our heart for Jesus to come. !
A quick side note: this is not a mystical or esoteric practice nor is it an attack on the 
sufficiency of scripture (as some claim Lectio is). This is just simply a method of 
engaging scripture. Just like the Quiet Time is a protestant way to approach the Bible, 
Lectio could be considered a catholic approach. !
“Seek in reading, and you will find in meditation; knock 
in prayer and it will be opened to you in contemplation.” 

-St. John of the Cross !
Practice 
As was the standard set by Guy the Carthusian, we still follow the Lectio, Meditatio, 
Oratio, Contemplatio method. We will now go through each step, including our 
preparation. !
Preparation 
There is not just one way to prepare ourselves to engage in this exercise. However, 
there are many ways someone can posture their heart, body and mind. Traditionally, 
Lectio Divina is practiced sitting on a chair with knees bent at a 90 degree angle, back 
straight, hands on knees with eyes closed. This is done to position the body in a 
comfortable yet non-drossy way. The believer can sit or stand however he/she wants; 
this is simply the recommended way. People enjoy using candles to remind them that 
the Holy Sprit is with them, or incense to remind them of their prayers ascending into 
heaven. Again, these are all optional. Each person needs to do whatever works for him/
herself. !
Be sure to pray and ask the Holy Spirit to join you and speak clearly to you. This is the 
appropriate time to let Jesus know that he is welcome and you are expecting him, like 



a host would expect an invited guest. We know that Jesus lives within us, but we still 
want to be humble before him and let him know that we want him regardless of how 
long we’ve been walking with him. !
Also, the passage you choose should not too long, nor too short. You want to allow 
yourself enough text to have a decent variety to focus on but not too much that you 
get swallowed in the amount. Some recommend choosing between 5-15 verses. Some 
groups practiced this when only choosing one verse, and it worked fine. Five to fifteen 
is a recommendation, not a law. !
Lectio (Reading) 
The first step in Lectio Divina is Lectio. There is a time and place to read scripture 
quickly, hoping to read as much as possible in one sitting. There is also a time and 
place to study scripture, researching context, original language, checking cross-
references, etc. This is not that time. In this approach, one should move into scripture 
slowly, taking ample amount of time to read, allowing each word to sink in slowly, 
keeping a reverent posture before Jesus. !
In a way, this reading should be childish because we want to be like children sitting 
with our father, delighting in him (not childish in the “foolish” conation). This reading 
should be lovely and restful. Often, people will read the text in a variety of ways (out 
loud, pausing periodically, placing emphasis on different words, etc.). !
The Word of God is not received by faith if it flits about in 
the top of the brain, but when it takes root in the depth of 

the heart.” 
-John Calvin	
!!

Meditatio (Meditation) 
Mediation is the second movement of exercise. This word summons people to think of 
attempts to empty oneself and escape the material world, as most eastern religions 
direct. Yet, meditation in a Christian context is quite the opposite. In this direction, one 
opens him/herself up to a single word or phrase and allows it to stir something inside. 
As Christians, we do not tune out as if engaging in a mystic paradigm, but tune in and 
listen diligently to Jesus. Mediation is nothing more than reading becoming prayer. !
Basically, mediation is granting your heart permission to be vulnerable with what you’ve 
read. Don’t expect to literally hear God’s voice or for some text to have a cinematic 



experience in your heart. Just pay attention to the text and reflect on the different 
parts. Simply notice which detail or element resounds or rings inside you. Remember, 
choose to believe that God, your Father, wants to speak to you and he will. !
Meditating on the Word of God allows us to see our lives 
in the light of this Word - it allows the “gladsome light” of 
the Gospel to illuminate the darkness of our lives within 

the context of the all powerful mercy of God. It is a call to 
conversion and growth in the Gospel. 

-Romero de Lima Gouvêa	
!
Oratio (Prayer) 
Richard Foster says, “Prayer…ushers us into perpetual communion with the Father.” 
Once an encounter has been made with God’s perfect word we should be driven to our 
knees before it’s author. Bring not just your thoughts but your feelings before the 
throne of God and present them to him as an offering. !
Many people find it helpful to go through illustrations (eg ACTS) or examples (eg the 
Lord’s prayer, Pauls’ prayers, etc.). However, for Lectio Divina it might be best to simply 
have a discussion with God over the part that stuck out to you. Remember, Lectio is 
supposed to be a personal, affectionate, loving time between you and the Father. Free 
yourself from a scripted prayer and openly talk with God. Whatever comes to your 
mind is fine to share. In the Psalms, David let his emotions of love, anger, fear, hope, 
anxiety, sorrow, joy, longing, depression and the like stream from his soul to his God. 
Moses asked “O Lord, why have you done evil to this people? Why did you ever send 
me? For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has done evil to this 
people, and you have not delivered your people at all.” Habakkuk’s entire book is 
basically him complaining and God responding. God welcomes you just as you are and 
wants to hear what is on your heart. Oratio is to naturally speak to God. !
“When you read the spouse speaks to you; when you pray 

he listens” 
-St. Jerome !

Contemplatio (Contemplation) 
We finally reached the last movement of the experience, and in the same moment we 
reached the seemingly least familiar and comfortable portion for many Westerners. 



Reverend Soto describes it well when he says, “Contemplatio involves remaining 
infatuated with the Word, letting our entire senses and feelings freeze, to focus on the 
piercing fire of His Love.” Contemplatio is “to be still and know God is God” and 
endorse the flow of God’s love to plentifully and unceasingly saturate you. !
Oddly enough, Americans are actually very versed in being contemplative, yet when 
we apply it to God or his Word we freeze up. Every time a hiker reaches the peak of a 
mountain, he contemplates as he sits and takes in the breathtaking view. Every time a 
beach goer walks the shores and enjoys the cool, salty breeze, refreshing sand under 
their toes and the sunset slowly hiding behind the horizon, she contemplates. Every 
time a new father sneaks into his baby’s room and stares with infatuation at his new 
son, he contemplates. Contemplatio is to be immersed in delight. !
When we finish reading the Word, thinking about the Word and talking with God about 
the Word, we would do well to solely sit with the Word and be allured and joyful in our 
God. Many people translate this step as “rest,” and this is very helpful in 
understanding what we should be experiencing. Contemplatio is the final movement 
but it is the attitude we take with us throughout the duration of our day. This is where 
abiding comes back into play; we journey in all respects of our day in the love of God. !

Contemplation is a strange new land, where everything 
natural to us seems to be turned upside down - where we 
learn a new language (silence), a new way of being (not 
to do but simply be), where our thoughts and concepts, 
our imagination, senses and feelings are abandoned for 
faith in what is unseen and unfelt, where God’s seeming 

absence (to our senses) is his presence, and his silence (to 
our ordinary perception) is his speech.	


-Thelma Hall	
!
!
Suggested Group Guide 
If you are planning to lead a group time, the most basic form of a group practicing 
Lectio Divina is to go through each step, reading the passage before you allow time to 
enter each part. Allow enough time in between each reading to create space for the 
members to reflect and move through each movement.


