
A Description of Lectio Divina (Sacred Reading). From- In 
the Spirit of Happiness, by the Monks of New Skete 

It is a good idea first to spend a few moments settling down. Open the Bible to the 
passage you intend to use, and calm yourself with several deep breaths. Remember that 
God is present everywhere. Invite God’s Spirit to lead you to deeper understanding and a 
willingness to show it in the way you act. Or say a favorite prayer. Then begin reading your 
chosen passage, very slowly. No need to race through it. Reading it by moving your lips 
can help slow you down, but don’t make it dramatic, don’t exaggerate it. Repeat things. 
Listen to what it says to you. 

> On that day, when evening had come, Jesus said to his disciples, “Let us cross over to the 
other side of the lake.” So, leaving behind the crowd, they took him with them in the boat 
from which he had been teaching. Other boats went with him. And a violent gale arose, and 
the waves crashed against the boat, so that it started taking in water. But Jesus was in the 
stern, asleep on a cushion; and they roused him, saying, “Master, don’t you care that we are 
sinking?” He woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Quiet! Be still!” 
Immediately the wind ceased, and there was a great calm. He said to them, “Why are you so 
terrified? Have you still no faith?” They were struck with awe, and said to one another, “Who 
could this be, that even wind and sea obey him?” (Mark 4: 3541; translation New Skete)

Read the passage through several times slowly, meditatively.Just as we cannot speed-read 
poetry, so it is with sacred reading. We need time to savor the text, allowing it to make 
connections beneath the surface of our consciousness. If extraneous thoughts assail you, 
simply refocus your attention on the text and continue reading, slowly. 

What lights up for you? What strikes you? Is it the image of Jesus beckoning the disciples 
to cross over to the other side of the lake? Or is it the image of him asleep in the stern, 
seemingly oblivious to the storm? Perhaps it is his ordering the wind to be still; or perhaps 
it is the wind being still. Is it the sense of great calm following the storm, or the disciples 
wondering aloud who Jesus really is that even the wind and sea obey him? 

There is no right answer here. What part of the text strikes you? 

At this point, do not interrupt your reading to reflect on it yet, just take note of it for now. 
After you have read through the passage several times, focus in on the particular phrase or 
sentence that you connect with, the one charged with meaning and interest or feeling at 
that very moment. 



“Why are you so terrified? Have you still no faith?…” So here it is; this is the line that 
catches you, the thought that you’re going to spend time with. 

Begin ruminating on this segment, repeating the text again and again in your heart. This is 
precisely what the Latin word meditatio (from which comes our word meditation) means: 
learning the text by heart by repeating it over and over. Greek had a similar word for this 
process, meletán, which means to be concerned for something. 

In its traditional sense, meditation means turning the text over in your mind again and 
again, being preoccupied with it, learning it by heart. “Why are you so terrified? Have you 
still no faith?…” This is not simply rote memorization. Repeating the phrase again and 
again in our heart makes it a part of us; we begin to imbibe the words in a more intuitive 
way. “Why are you so terrified? Have you still no faith?…” At this point, we should be less 
concerned with “figuring out the meaning of the text,” than with letting ourselves be 
absorbed by it. The words wash over us, again and again, penetrating ever more deeply, 
and we begin to realize how they apply to us. “Why are you so terrified? Have you still no 
faith?…” 

Suddenly, a spontaneous burst of prayer pierces our awareness like an arrow: “There it is, 
God… I’m always scared… scared, scared, scared… terrified. And why? Why can’t I trust 
you?… Why can’t I let go of my fear and simply meet life as it comes?… When anything 
unexpected happens, anything bad, I always fear you’re not present, that you’ve 
abandoned me… I actually doubt your presence… I panic. … Why do I keep doing this?… 
that must be it… it’s because you refuse to be my pawn… because you choose to be 
yourself, totally other, totally free… God, what a jerk I am… I want you to act as I see fit… 
“Yet after such moments, calm does return. I’m okay…. You weren’t really asleep after all…. 
So why do I demand that you prove yourself again and again?… “… I know what the 
problem is I don’t have enough faith… but I want to believe… I do believe… help my 
unbelief!… You said, ‘Why are you so terrified?’… Why am I so terrified?… I don’t know…. 
You’re not out to condemn or mock me, but to reassure me. No matter how frightening, 
disturbing, or dry life gets, your love doesn’t change… it’s as simple as that…. We’re all in 
the same boat. You were in the boat with your disciples, you’re also with me… even in 
pain…. Help me to accept this and see, help me really to know it…” 

Normally it happens that at some point in our prayer we run out of words. Don’t get 
anxious about this. Just sit there, quietly, and relax with your uncertainty. Linger for a while, 
keeping your mind and your heart open. Forget about time, words; simply be still in the 
experience of the moment. There is no need to worry about flying away in some sort of 



ecstatic trance or even falling asleep! Soon enough other thoughts and feelings will return, 
bringing us back to ourselves. 

If time remains, you may wish to return to the text and continue in the same vein, 
ruminating on it further. Otherwise, conclude with a brief prayer of thanksgiving. The 
formal lectio session has ended, but the spirit animating it will lead you over time into an 
increasing thoughtfulness and openness. 

This might not be so obvious after one or two times… or even a dozen. Sacred reading will 
not bear any fruit if we practice it in a helter-skelter way. You have to make it into a daily 
habit, and this can be challenging. 

When the retreatant whom Brother James was speaking to earlier in the chapter asked him 
what problems he could expect once he began practicing lectio at home, Brother James 
replied, “If your experience is anything like mine, initially it’ll be difficult to get up for your 
sacred reading regularly. That extra half hour or so of sleep early in the morning can be 
really tempting. Doing lectio once or twice is easy, but further it gets tougher. It will no 
longer be novel. Most likely you’ll find yourself skipping a day maybe even several days 
and with that will come a certain natural discouragement that will have you wondering 
whether this practice is really feasible. Don’t let yourself off the hook! The first insight you 
can glean from this experience is how clever we can be in making excuses. Keep to your 
original intention, and make a mental or written note of thoughts and questions you 
struggle with. We can talk about those when you come back to the monastery for visits.” 

When we have begun, really begun, to be faithful to this highly disciplined (and creative) 
routine, “to present yourself daily before the Lord” then the morning’s prayer will gradually 
remain with us throughout each day. Its quiet encounters will help us to stay serenely 
down-to-earth. “Why are you so terrified? Have you still no faith?…” Our frequent 
recollection of the passage will immediately put us in touch with the spirit of the 
meditation. We will find an inner strength and peacefulness, a spiritual continuity to our 
day. 

The practice of sacred reading is entirely straightforward. There are no gimmicks, and the 
change that occurs in us, while powerful, does not happen overnight. Real transformation 
of character is gradual, occurring over a lifetime. Just as Abba Pimen used the image of 
water dripping on the stone to illustrate how the word of God changes us, so let us 
approach our practice of lectio divina with faith and confidence, persevering in it despite 
occasional bouts with dryness, boredom, discouragement, or other forms of spiritual 
adversity. We can expect to go through these valleys along our journey. We are not 



without guides. The wisdom accumulated from the teachings of hundreds of spiritual 
masters reassures us that ups and downs are inevitable parts of the trek, not ominous signs 
of a spiritual impasse. When we persevere day after day, we will soon enough come to a 
different elevation, another vista. We will hear yet another word. More and more we will 
recognize that life itself is an exciting text, vibrant with meaning, for us to read and 
respond to from moment to moment. Then our practice will embrace all the words of God 
without exception, and we will steadily realize a new level of insight and integrity in our 
spiritual journey. 

> What can we offer you, O Christ, for coming to earth as a man because of us? The creatures 
you fashioned offer you their grateful thanks: the angels bring their hymns of praise, while 
the heavens offer you a star; the magi present gifts and the shepherds, amazement; the 
earth offers a cave, and the wilderness, a manger, while we present you with your virgin 
mother. O God who are before the ages, have mercy on us. Sticheron for Christmas, Tone 
Two


