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O P E N I N G  P R AY E R 

How lovely is thy dwelling place,
O LORD of hosts!

My soul longs, yea, faints
for the courts of the LORD;
my heart and fl esh sing for joy
to the living God.

Even the sparrow fi nds a home,
and the swallow a nest for herself,
where she may lay her young,
at thy altars, O LORD of hosts,
my King and my God.

Blessed are those who dwell in thy house,
ever singing thy praise!
Blessed are the men whose strength is in thee,
in whose heart are the highways to Zion.
Amen.                           
             —Psalm 84:1–5

I N T R O D U C T I O N

According to an ancient Chinese proverb, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a 
single step.” And the ascent to God in prayer begins with reaching out for the fi rst rung of 
the ladder. Th e last session outlined Guigo the Carthusian’s ladder of lectio divina and its 
four steps: lectio, meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio. In this session we’ll take a closer look 
at the fi rst two rungs of the ladder, lectio and meditatio, and provide some opportunities 
to practice these beginning steps of prayer. At fi rst look, lectio and meditatio sound prett y 
simple. But in order to practice these well in prayer, we might just need to unlearn some 
old habits.   

Ladder into sky © Bruce Rolff  / shutt erstock.com

OO
How lovely is thy dwelling place,



36

  C O N N E C T
 

What is your favorite thing to talk about with your closest friend?

What comes to mind when you hear the word “meditation”? Does this word have a positive or 
negative connotation for you? Why?

    D I S C U S S

 I.  Guigo’s Ladder
 A.   A “method” of prayer is just the means
 B.  Th e goal is the encounter with God
 C.  “Seek in reading and you will fi nd in 
  meditating; knock in mental prayer and it 
  will be opened to you by contemplation.” 
  —CCC 2654, quoting Guigo the Carthusian

II.  Four Rungs 
  A.  Lectio (Reading): “careful study of the 

Scriptures, concentrating all one’s powers on it”
  B.  Meditatio (Meditation): “busy application of 

the mind to seek with one’s reason the 
knowledge of the hidden truth”

    1.  Eastern meditation tradition focuses on 
emptying the mind 

  2.  Christian meditation is the mind focused 
on and fi lling itself with truth

  3.  Example of Psalm 1—lectio might focus on 
the patt ern of the verbs (walks, stands, sits) 
and meditatio might refl ect on how the verb 

C L I M B I N G  T H E  F I R S T  R U N G S 
Watch the teaching on video. Th e following is a brief outline of the topics covered.
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progression relates to the progression of sin
 C. Oratio (Prayer)
 D. Contemplatio (Contemplation)

III.  Lectio—A Closer Look
 A.  Slow down; speed reading is not for lectio  
 B.  Give att ention to grammar (verbs, nouns, etc.)
 C.  Watch for metaphors
 D. Lectio and meditatio lead to oratio (prayer)
  1.  Meditation leads to a conversation with 

God; prayer fl ows out of meditation 
  2. Ebb and fl ow, back and forth from lectio

IV. Example of Genesis 28—Jacob’s Dream
 A.  Ladder between heaven and earth; angels 

ascending/descending upon the ladder
 B.  Jacob names the place “house of God,” 

Bethel; ladder becomes image of prayer
 C.  John 1:51: “angels…ascending and descending 

upon the Son of Man”—Jesus is the new 
ladder, the way by which we reach God

 D.  Wrestling as a metaphor for prayer, to 
persevere in prayer is to not let go of God

D I S C U S S 
1. What was one thing you heard for the fi rst time or that was an “aha” moment for you?

2. How does lectio lead naturally into meditatio? How might prayer be especially fruitful with an 
ebb and fl ow between lectio and meditatio? 

3. In the video Dr. Gray says that Jacob’s wrestling with God is a metaphor for prayer. What does 
it mean to you to wrestle with God in prayer? Are you comfortable with this image of prayer? 
Why or why not?
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“Blessed are those who dwell in thy house, ever singing thy   
praise! Blessed are the men whose strength is in thee, in whose 
heart are the highways to Zion.”        —Psalm 84:4–5

Young businessman Praying © Charlott e Purdy / shutt erstock.com

C L O S I N G  P R AY E R

Lord Jesus Christ, 
you are the ladder of ascent to the Father in heaven. 
Guide us in our prayer,
so that through the att entive reading of lectio 
and the careful refl ection of meditatio 
we may draw closer to you. 
May your Holy Spirit open our hearts 
and our minds to receive your words. 
In your holy name we pray. 
Amen.

F O R  F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G
Tim Gray, “Chapter 3: Lectio” and “Chapter 4: Meditatio” in Praying Scripture for a Change 
(Ascension Press, 2009)

Catech ism of the Catholic Church  on Sacred Scripture, paragraphs 101–141, and Meditation,
paragraphs 2705–2708

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs

“Blessed are those who dwell in thy house, ever singing thy   
praise! Blessed are the men whose strength is in thee, in whose 

      —Psalm 84:4–5
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   C O M M I T – DAY 1
 Lectio: Careful Reading

Our modern age emphasizes effi  ciency. How 
quickly can a task be accomplished? What is the 
best way to proceed so that no unnecessary eff ort 
is expended? Our rush to accomplish as much as 
possible, as quickly as possible, makes it diffi  cult 
to slow down. But that is exactly what we need to 
do when we practice lectio.

Th e goal of lectio is not to read as much as possible, 
as fast as possible, in the time available, but rather 
to notice as much as possible, trusting that God 
will direct us to notice what he wants to say to 
us. Speed-reading is not part of lectio. Neither 
is quantity over quality. Instead, lectio requires 
slow, careful reading—paying att ention to the 
details in the text in order to reap a full harvest 
from it. Remember, ancient authors didn’t include 
unnecessary words or gratuitous description, since 
materials were expensive. None of the authors of 
Sacred Scripture were padding their word count—
words were chosen deliberately and carefully, so 
every word should be read deliberately and carefully 
to appreciate the full meaning of the passage.

So how do we approach a lectio text? Careful reading may require reading the passage multiple 
times—perhaps reading it through at a normal pace to get the big picture, then rereading it at 
a slower pace, stopping to focus on a particular word or detail as necessary. A good place to 
begin our focus is simply taking a close look at the grammar of the passage. Paying particular 
att ention to the nouns and verbs used gives the basic information of who is doing what. From 
there we might give our att ention to the adjectives chosen to describe people, places, and things, 
or to the eff ect that adverbs give to the words they modify.

Next we can begin to visualize what is going on and imagine ourselves in the passage. We might 
visualize the surroundings of a particular passage—is this taking place in the city of Jerusalem, 
or on the Sea of Galilee, or in the hills of Judea? What is the weather—is it hot and sunny, or a 
cold evening? We might visualize who is present in the passage—is there a crowd, or is it just 
the disciples, or just one individual and Jesus? And we might put ourselves in the place of one or 
more individuals in the passage, thinking about what they are thinking and feeling as the passage 
unfolds. Taking time for this visualization keeps us from a quick, passing perusal of the text, and 
instead helps us to bett er understand all that is being communicated. Th is method of using the 
imagination to go deeper into Scripture was a favorite tool of St. Ignatius of Loyola.

Th ree warning signs to slow down © Chris Pole / shutt erstock.com

Romantic Couple Walking Th rough Autumn Woodland © Monkey 
Business Images / shutt erstock.com
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To illustrate how much difference a single detail can make in understanding a passage, 
consider the story of God’s promise of descendants to Abram in Genesis 15.

“And behold, the word of the LORD came to him, ‘Th is man shall not be your heir; 
your own son shall be your heir.’ And he brought him outside and said, ‘Look 
toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.’ Th en he 
said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be.’ And he believed the LORD; and he 
reckoned it to him as righteousness.”      —Genesis 15:4–6

Use the space below to take note of the nouns and verbs in this passage. Read the passage putt ing 
yourself into Abram’s place. What do you notice based on your careful reading of the passage?

Th e comparison of Abram’s “descendants” to the “stars” of heaven gives a beautiful and 
dramatic illustration of just how numerous Abram’s descendants will be, much more so than 
simply using a word like “multitude” or “nation.” Th e command to “number the stars,” and 
Abram’s inability to do so, are a concrete reminder that God alone can fulfi ll Abram’s desire. 

Knowing the context of a passage is also an essential component of lectio. Imagine going 
outside your tent in the night and looking toward heaven to count the stars. Now consider 
the detail revealed a few verses later in Genesis 15:12: “As the sun was going down . . .” 
God’s words in verses 4–6 are spoken in broad daylight. 

How does this detail change your visualization and understanding of the passage?

 

 

NOUNS VERBS ADDITIONAL 
THINGS NOTICED

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs
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Now try it on your own using the following passage from Psalm 42:1–3:

“As a deer longs for fl owing streams,
so longs my soul for you, O God.
My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.
When shall I come and behold the face of God?
My tears have been my food day and night,
while men say to me continually, ‘Where is your God?’”

Lectio—Carefully read the passage. What do you note? What nouns and pronouns are used? 
What verbs and adverbs are used? What comparisons are made?

 

 

 

Try again using the following passage from Luke 9: 23–26. 

“And he said to all, ‘If any man would come aft er me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose 
it; and whoever loses his life for my sake, he will save it. For what does it profi t 
a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himsel? For whoever is 
ashamed of me and of my words, of him will the Son of man be ashamed when 
he comes in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels.’”

Lectio—Carefully read the passage. What do you note? What nouns and pronouns are used? 
What verbs and adverbs are used? What comparisons are made?

 

 

 

Whitetail fawn gets a drink © Sean Donohue Photo / shutt erstock.com

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs
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Th e departure of Abraham and Isaac / Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY

       C O M M I T – DAY 2
   Lectio: Repetition and Metaphor 

How do you express emphasis? If you are writing something for print, you might make the text 
bold or use italics in order to draw your reader’s att ention to an item of particular importance. 
But what if you are speaking? How do you emphasize an important point so that your audience 
will take note and remember it? As any educator will tell you, repetition is key.

Many parts of the Bible were passed on as oral tradition before ever being writt en down. Other 
parts, although writt en down, were intended to be read aloud and taught verbally. Even when 
the Bible was fi rst writt en down, it was done so by hand, which isn’t conducive to bold and 
italic emphasis. And so throughout Scripture the sacred authors used repetition in order to 
highlight key ideas and emphasize crucial points. If we read too quickly we can easily skip over 
this repetition, seeing it as mere redundancy, and miss an important message from the author. 

Read the story of the binding of Isaac in Genesis 22:1–14. How many times is the word “son” 
used in this passage? How many times is “father” or “Abraham” (which means “father of many/
multitude”) used in the passage? 

 

 

Th is repetition is not an accident; 
rather it emphasizes the pathos of 
the story. Abraham is directed to 
do an unthinkable act, and while 
Abraham rises early in obedience, 
it is with a heavy heart that he 
does so. Isaac is not Abraham’s 
slave or servant but his son, the 
son whom we are told in the fi rst 
verses that Abraham loves. We 
are also reminded that Isaac is 
Abraham’s only son, the single heir 
for whom Abraham has longed his 
entire life. He is the heir through 
whom Abraham’s multitude of 
descendants is to come. Each time 
“son,” “father,” and “Abraham” 

are repeated, we are reminded of the great sacrifi ce Abraham is asked to off er. Abraham 
will be spared what he dreads with each step up Mount Moriah; but as Jesus, the beloved 
Son of God the Father, takes each step up Calvary, Abraham’s story should come back to us, 
foreshadowing the great sacrifi ce that both Jesus and God the Father make for our salvation.  

       C O M M I T – D
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Repetition in the Bible can show itself as a repeated word(s), as above in Genesis 22, or as a 
repeated phrase, as in Genesis 1, where we hear God repeatedly say, “It is good,” aft er each day 
of creation, or a repeated structure, as in the Gospel of Matt hew, which progresses with fi ve 
prominent discourses of our Lord. Repetition in the biblical text is never something to be passed 
over as mere redundancy. Repetition is like a “rumble strip”—it should wake us up so that we 
don’t miss what God is trying to say.

Look up Genesis 37:23–34. How many times is “robe” repeated in these verses? What is this 
repetition emphasizing? 

  

  

In addition to repetition, metaphor is another tool that the sacred writers used extensively. 
Metaphors equate two items, showing the similarities between the two. Th e biblical authors 
use metaphorical images to teach and to create a lasting impression in the mind of the reader. 
Th e combination of the meaning and the image painted by the words makes them much more 
memorable than a more abstract statement. For example, take a look at the following verse from 
Psalm 18:2: 

“Th e LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom 
I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.” 

Th e psalmist could have described 
God as providing “security” 
or “defense,” but instead he 
metaphorically equates God with 
a rock, fortress, deliverer, refuge, 
horn, shield, and stronghold. Each 
of these tangible images clearly 
conveys the strength and protection 
we fi nd in God. Each of these 
metaphors is carefully selected 
and gives the reader much to think 
about. A rock is an immovable 
foundation. A fortress, refuge, and 
stronghold are strong, substantial 
places of safety where one takes 
shelter and fi nds harbor. A shield 
and horn are armaments used by a 
deliverer to provide protection from 
harm and the att acks of one’s enemies. Th e use of these many metaphors gives the reader a 
multifaceted look at who God is, much like looking at the varied cuts of a diamond each provide 
an additional refl ection of light and increase the diamond’s beauty.

Jerusalem old city. King David citadel and part of the wall © Oleg Zaslavsky / shutt erstock.com

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs
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Try it on your own using the following passage from Psalm 23:1–3:

“Th e LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want; 
he makes me lie down in green pastures. 
He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul. 
He leads me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”

Lectio—What metaphor is used? 
What does it teach us about God?

Try it on your own using the following passage from Isaiah 64:8:

“Yet, O LORD, thou art our Father; 
we are the clay, and thou art our pott er; 
we are all the work of thy hand.”

Lectio—What metaphor is used? 
What does it teach us about God?

       

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

Lectio—What metaphor is used? 
What does it teach us about God?

       
 

 

 

 

 

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs
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    C O M M I T – DAY 3
      Lectio: Jacob Wrestles with God

We have described prayer as a dialogue, but sometimes rather than a peaceful conversation, 
that dialogue can look more like a wrestling match between ourselves and God, especially 
when we are struggling with a particular issue or grappling with the diffi  culty of prayer itself. 
Th e story of Jacob wrestling with God in Genesis 32 can encourage and guide us in our own 
wrestling matches with God. 

“And Jacob was left  alone; and a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day. When 
the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he touched the hollow of his thigh; and 
Jacob’s thigh was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. Th en he said, ‘Let me go, for the 
day is breaking.’ But Jacob said, ‘I will not let you go, unless you bless me.’ And he said to 
him, ‘What is your name?’ And he said, ‘Jacob.’ Th en he said, ‘Your name shall no more be 
called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed.’ 
Th en Jacob asked him, ‘Tell me, I pray, your name.’ But he said, ‘Why is it that you ask my 
name?’ And there he blessed him. So Jacob called that place Peniel, saying ‘For I have seen 
God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.’”              —Genesis 32:24–30

Who is named in this passage, and who is not? How many times is the word “name” used? 
How many mentions of each name are there?

             

             

Which actions are att ributed to Jacob? Which actions are att ributed to God? 

             

             

What does Jacob want here? What does he receive?

             

             

L E C T I O :  Th e practice of praying with Scripture, lectio divina, begins with an active and 
close reading of the Scripture passage. Read the verse below and then answer the questions 
to take a closer look at some of the details of the passage.

M E D I TAT I O :  Lectio, a close reading and rereading, is followed by meditatio, time
to refl ect on the Scripture passage and to ponder the reason for particular events,
descriptions, details, phrases, and even echoes from other Scripture passages that were
noticed during lectio. Take some time now to meditate on the above verse.
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“Th e Bible text speaks to us about a long night of seeking God, of the struggle to learn 
his name and see his face; it is the night of prayer that, with tenacity and perseverance, 
asks God for a blessing and a new name, a new reality that is the fruit of conversion 
and forgiveness. For the believer Jacob’s night at the ford of the Jabbok thus becomes 
a reference point for understanding the relationship with God that fi nds in prayer its 
greatest expression. Prayer requires trust, nearness, almost a hand-to-hand contact that 
is symbolic not of a God who is an enemy, an adversary, but a Lord of blessing who 
always remains mysterious, who seems beyond reach. Th erefore the author of the Sacred 
text uses the symbol of the struggle, which implies a strength of spirit, perseverance, 
tenacity in obtaining what is desired. And if the object of one’s desire is a relationship 
with God, his blessing and love, then the struggle cannot fail but ends in that self-giving 
to God, in recognition of one’s own weakness, which is overcome only by giving oneself 
over into God’s merciful hands.”         —Benedict XVI, General Audience, May 25, 2011

Knowing and addressing someone by his/her name indicates a certain level of relationship, and 
naming or renaming someone indicates having authority over that person. Why does Jacob ask his 
opponent’s name? Why does God, who certainly already knows Jacob, ask him his name? What is 
signifi cant about the change in Jacob’s name?

             

             

What does Jacob’s perseverance in his wrestling match teach us about prayer? Why might 
it be signifi cant that the wrestling takes place at night and lasts all night, while the blessing 
comes with the dawn?

             

             

Where else in Scripture do you see people wrestling with God in prayer? How do these 
various examples relate to your own experience in prayer?

             

             

             

             

ORATIO, CONTEMPLATIO, RESOLUTIO: Having read and meditated on today’s 
Scripture passage, take some time to bring your thoughts to God (oratio) and engage God 
in silence (contemplatio). Th en end your prayer by making a simple concrete resolution 
(resolutio) to respond to God’s prompting of your heart in today’s prayer.

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs
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Saint Francis of Assisi praying in front of a crucifi x / 
© RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY

 C O M M I T – DAY 4
  MEDITATIO: STEPPING UP FROM LECTIO 
   
“Th e object of opening the mind, as of opening the mouth, is to shut it again on something solid.” 
              —G.K. Chesterton

In lectio we carefully study a passage of Scripture in order to 
hear the Word of God. Our close reading of the text off ers us 
the “who,” “what,” “when,” and “where.” As we step onto the 
next rung of Guigo’s ladder, meditatio, we apply our minds 
to thorough refl ection on what we have read in God’s Word. 
We seek a deeper understanding of the text—we explore the 
“why.” Reading gives us the raw material; meditation breaks 
it open to fi nd the treasure inside.

Th e meditation called for in lectio divina is very much 
an exercise of the intellect. Unlike Eastern traditions of 
meditation, the goal is not to relax or achieve some diff erent 
level of consciousness or to empty oneself. Christian 
meditation is vigorous and active—it seeks to hear and 
understand God’s Word. Rather than emptying, it renews 
and fi lls the mind. As St. Paul exhorts us in Philippians 4:8: 
“Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of 
praise, think about these things” (emphasis added).

“Meditation is above all a quest. Th e mind seeks to understand the why and how of the 
Christian life, in order to adhere and respond to what the Lord is asking…  . To meditate 
on what we read helps us to make it our own by confronting it with ourselves.” 
              —CCC 2705–2706

In meditatio we refl ect on the observations made in lectio: Why is this person, place, or item 
described in this way? Why is this word repeated? What is the signifi cance of this detail? etc. 
A single verse can give us much to meditate upon. Take for example the following verse from 
the lett er to the Hebrews 4:12:

“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the 
division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions 
of the heart.”

In our lectio, we carefully read and take notice of the words and expressions. We note the nouns 
(God, Word of God, sword, joints, marrow, thoughts, intentions), verbs (piercing, discerning), 
adjectives, adverbs, and descriptions (living, active, sharper, two-edged). We note the metaphor of 
the Word of God as living, active, and a two-edged sword. Now in meditatio we dig deeper. Why 
living “and” active? (Some things can live and be quite passive, but not the Word of God.) Why a 
“two-edged” sword? (A two-edged sword can do its work in more than one direction.) What does 
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a sharp sword pierce? (What does the Word of God pierce?) Why the image of joints and marrow? 
(Joint is where two bones meet and move; marrow is the inmost part of the bone.) Why piercing 
and discerning? (Must discernment go deep?) Why thoughts and intentions, and not actions? 
(Must discernment of thoughts actions come fi rst so that actions are also good/true?) 

Scripture frequently uses the repetition of a simple word or phrase to allude to an earlier narrative. 
For example, St. John begins his gospel with “In the beginning” (John 1:1). What do these words 
call to mind? What kind of tone does this set for the rest of St. John’s gospel?

             

             

St. John doesn’t need to come right out and say “Th e gospel of Jesus Christ is the story of a 
new creation and the fulfi llment of all that was promised in the old” because this allusion to 
the opening words of Genesis frames the Gospel in precisely those terms. Recognizing these 
allusions requires reading the Bible as a unifi ed story and developing a familiarity with that 
story. As you continue to pray with and study Scripture, these connections between various 
passages will become easier to spot.

Imagination is another important tool for meditation. Th e Catechism says that “meditation 
engages thought, imagination, emotion, and desire” (CCC 2708). As mentioned earlier, St. 
Ignatius of Loyola encouraged his followers to make full use of their imagination when 
praying with Scripture and to place themselves in a passage in order to understand it bett er. 
Aft er noting all the relevant details of the verses in lectio, we can use this knowledge of 
the text as a guide for imagining ourselves to be there, observing or even taking part in the 
action in the various diff erent roles of the story. Th is method oft en yields a new appreciation 
for the passage and reminds us that Scripture is really directed at each of us personally.

Try it on your own using the following passage from Mark 2:1–5:

“And when [Jesus] returned to Capernaum aft er some days, it was reported that he 
was at home. And many were gathered together, so that there was no longer room for 
them, not even about the door; and he was preaching the word to them. And they came, 
bringing to him a paralytic carried by four men. And when they could not get near him 
because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and when they had made an 
opening, they let down the pallet on which the paralytic lay. And when Jesus saw their 
faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘My son, your sins are forgiven.’”

Lectio—Carefully read the passage. What do you note?

             

             

Meditatio—Refl ect on the meaning of what you noted during lectio.

             

             

Lectio & Meditatio: Climbing the First Rungs
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  C O M M I T – DAY 5
    Truth and Beauty

Christ in the House of Mary and Martha, 
Alessandro Allori, c. 1578-1580, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria

Alessandro Allori was a Florentine painter of the late Mannerist period. In his Christ in the 
House of Mary and Martha, Allori brings to life a scene that St. Luke spends only fi ve verses 
describing in his gospel (see Luke 10:38–42). Instead of enclosing the encounter in a room, 
Allori places Jesus and the two sisters outside and bathes them in the luminous light of day, 
which we see refl ected in the faces, garments, and landscape that Allori so richly renders.

Christ in the House of Mary and Martha / Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY
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While the gaze of the sisters automatically directs our 
att ention to Jesus, Allori includes several other symbols 
in his painting that remind us of Christ. What are they?

        

        

St. Luke tells us that Mary “sat at the Lord’s feet and 
listened to his teaching” (Luke 10:39). Here is an image 
for all lectio, for as we carefully read God’s Word, we too 
sit at the Lord’s feet with Mary. Allori shows us Mary 
kneeling before Jesus with a heart so drawn to her Lord 
and listening so intently to his words that she ever so 
slightly begins to lean closer so as not to miss a word, a 
syllable, a repetition, or an emphasis in his teaching. To 
steady herself, she rests her hands on a book, presumably 
the Scriptures—a reminder to those viewing Allori’s 
work that the word and teaching that Mary hears audibly 
in her home, the painting’s viewers can also hear for 
themselves in God’s Word.

Mary’s whole attention is focused on Jesus—so much 
so that she seems unaware of Martha’s work to provide 
the feast that lades down the table behind Jesus. While 
Martha had been the one who “received [Jesus] into her 
house,” she is soon “distracted with much serving” (Luke 
10:38). � e water that we see her drawing from the well 
in the painting’s right background, she brings to Jesus in 
a glass pitcher with three various shaped and � lled water 
glasses. Martha stops short of stepping into or blocking 
the dialogue between Mary and Jesus, and instead stands 
with her own attention � xed on Jesus’ face.

Other artistic versions of this biblical scene portray Martha decidedly pointing at Mary, such that 
we can almost hear Martha’s accusation recorded in Luke: “Lord, do you not care that my sister has 
le�  me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me” (Luke 10:40). Instead of con� ict or antagonism 
between the two sisters, Allori’s painting portrays the complementarity between Mary, who 
represents the contemplative life, and Martha, who represents the active life, both of which are 
necessary for the disciple of Christ. 

Painting a� er the Reformation, which set faith and works against one another, Allori keeps these 
two aspects in harmony, with the faces of both Mary and Martha focused on the face of Christ. 
While balancing both these aspects of the Christian life, Allori does still subtly communicate the 
Church’s emphasis regarding which of these two must come � rst. Without any rebuke to Martha, 
Jesus’ le�  hand directs our attention to Mary. Additionally, engraved on the wall behind the scene 
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we read “Optimam Partem Elegit”—“She chose the best part.” As St. Gregory the Great reminds 
us: “� e two women signify two dimensions of the spiritual life. Martha signi� es the active life 
as she busily labors to honor Christ through her work. Mary exempli� es the contemplative life as 
she sits attentively to listen and learn from Christ. While both activities are essential to Christian 
living, the latter is greater than the former. For in heaven the active life terminates, while the 
contemplative life reaches its perfection” (Moralia 2, 6). 

St. Paul reminds us that we were “created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them” (see Ephesians 2:10), but we come to know 
God’s will and the works we should walk in by � rst sitting at the feet of our Lord in prayer, 
contemplating his Word. 

51

Take a moment to journal your ideas, questions, or insights about this lesson. Write 
down thoughts you had that may not have been mentioned in the text or the discussion 
questions. List any personal applications you got from the lessons. What challenged you 
the most in the teachings? How might you turn what you’ve learned into specifi c action?
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