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Ever Ancient, Ever New: the Art and Practice of Lectio Divina 

By Antoine T. Lawlor, IHM, D. Min. 

 

Augustine of Hippo’s phrase, “ever ancient - ever new” describes the renewed 

interest in praying with scripture that has re-emerged in today’s Church. Around the 

country, parish bible study groups, small Christian communities, and other faith sharers 

have re-found a simple, insightful way to hear and experience the Word of God with one 

another through an ancient prayer form, Lectio Divina. 

Lectio Divina, or Sacred Reading, dates back to early monastic communities. It 

was a method practiced by the monks in their daily encounter with scripture, both in 

preparation for Eucharist and in the praying of the Liturgy of the Hours. Its history traces 

this method to the medieval Orders, such as the Benedictines and Carmelites, who not 

only practiced Lectio Divina daily, but passed this treasure from the past onto the next 

generations. 

In our day, in addition to the Benedictines, Carmelites and others, Lectio Divina, 

has been advanced with refreshing newness by some Cistercians, - by Thomas Merton 

in the 60s and 70s – and most especially by Abbots Basil Pennington and Thomas 

Keating. During the past three decades, these contemporary Trappist monks have 

taught countless people from many faith traditions how to use Centering Prayer as a 

way to open to the presence and action of the Spirit and the gift of contemplation. 
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What does the Latin title mean? 

The Latin word, “Lectio” means “I read.” Lectio Divina is a method for praying 

with the scriptures. As one reads and invites the Word to become a transforming lens 

that focuses the events of daily living, one chooses to live more deeply and find the 

presence of God more readily in the events of each day. 

“Lectio” is the first of four steps engaged in by the early monks. The fruitfulness 

of the prayer related to the simplicity, reverence, and openness to the Spirit by which 

the “reader” approached the Word of God. The goal of this reading is not to accomplish 

a quantity of words or a number of pages. Rather than accomplishing volume, a 

reflective stance is taken as one read the short scripture passage, lovingly pausing on 

phrases that resonate with the mind and heart. 

This “reading” leads to the second step, known as “Meditatio” – a Latin word that 

invites one to meditate or to think about what was read. The ancient monk would 

explain this as a deep, unhurried thinking about the Word one has read– a ruminating, 

similar to the way a cow chews the cud. The thoughtfulness of this “ruminating” 

quickens in the mind as the Word is read, so that it begins to moves to the heart. 

The Word moves deeper with the next step which the ancients called 

“Contemplatio.” This translates into contemplative prayer, or the openness of the heart 

by which the reader experiences God as the One who prays within, who knows the 

Word wordlessly, and without image. “Contemplatio” provides a unique ability to 

connect that which one now knows to one’s daily life experiences, with the inspiration 
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that comes from the Word of God and which has the gracious capacity to refresh the 

heart and mind. 

The fourth step, “Oratio,” meaning “I ask” or “I pray,” invites ones personal 

response to God. This response is dialogical, in the way that Teresa of Avila has 

defined prayer, as “a conversation between friends.” One takes the time to talk to God 

about what was read, heard, experienced, or questions in the depth of one’s being. This 

response becomes transformative when one accepts the promptings of the Word 

toward an embrace of all that life holds now. One can find God in the ups and downs of 

life, in the times of joy and pain as well as in ordinary, everyday moments. 

How Lectio Divina has Impacted Parish Life? 

In the Church today, Lectio Divina provides a simple, yet prayerful method for 

faith sharing among Christians at every stage of life.  Sister Diane Simons, IHM, DRE 

and Pastoral Associate of Annunciation, Bellmawr, New Jersey, welcomed parishioners 

each Wednesday evening. They spent an hour in Centering Prayer, concluding with a 

period of Lectio Divina based on one of the coming Sunday’s readings.  It was a sacred 

time for the parishioners, both communally and individually. One remarked, “On Sunday 

the readings are already familiar to me. I hear the Word of God with my heart and find 

deeper meaning with Jesus in my life.” 

Sister Rosemary Quigg, IHM, who ministers in St. Rose of Lima in Miami, 

Florida, hosts a mid-week morning bible study session for a group of varied ages and 

occupations, such as nurses coming home from night duty and flight attendants on their 
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day off. Lectio Divina is engaged as they prepare together the scriptures for Sunday 

Eucharist.  Sister Rosemary heard a participant say, “This is the most important thing 

we do here!” 

Is Lectio Divina for Catechists? 

During the three years flanking 2000, I had the privilege of meeting with eleven 

diocesan catechetical leaders from around the country for a week of seminars each 

summer at a different Catholic University. Selected as National Catechetical Scholars, 

we were sponsored by NCEA and major publishers of catechetical materials. Each 

pursued a catechetical project under the competent leadership of Bob Colbert, Religion 

Department Director of NCEA. 

During these sessions, one colleague, Sister Finnuola Quinn OP, designed a 

method for catechists in her Louisiana diocese which used Lectio Divina to foster a 

prayerful understanding of the justice themes found in the scriptures of the liturgical 

year. Catechists engaged in Lectio Divina which led them to an embrace of justice as 

revealed in the sacred readings. Needless to say, Sr. Finnoula returned the following 

summer with wonderful stories about catechists and Lectio Divina. 

In the Diocese of Camden New Jersey where I have often served as a Master 

Catechist, Lectio Divina is experienced by those catechists who attended our diocesan 

Catechist Formation courses. This “sacred reading” provides a methodology that 

catechists can use in the parish with those they catechize, whether they minister in 

Catholic Schools or in parish Religious Education programs. 
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Catechists find that Lectio Divina supports them as they undertake their ministry 

to foster the reign of God. As catechists pray the scriptures using Lectio Divina, not only 

does the regular practice deepen into an authentic expression of faith sharing, but it 

becomes a way to focus communally on the vision of Jesus found in the Beatitudes. 

Lectio Divina correlates with the evangelizing mission of catechesis, which is no less 

than the mission of the gospel, the mission of Jesus. 

One Simple Way to Engage in Lectio Divina  

As catechists gather at a planning or faculty meeting, they might spend time 

praying with Lectio Divina. The work is put away (or hasn’t begun) and the group 

perceives a reflective space and peaceful environment. The reading chosen is the 

gospel that the liturgy offers for this year’s Catechetical Sunday, the 25th Sunday in 

Ordinary time, the gospel of Mark 9:30-37. The gospel passage is read; after a few 

moments of quiet reflection, the same biblical text is read again. After reading (and 

hearing) the text a second time, those gathered are invited to speak a word or phrase 

which each heard in the reading. One at a time they say a phrase such as “he was 

teaching his disciples” or “he will rise to life” or “welcomes one of these children” or “be 

the servant of all.” Any word which touched them or which they heard anew is offered 

without any commentary or explanation about the phrase. 

The reading is proclaimed to the group a third time and again a brief time of 

reflection follows. Now catechists are asked to share any part of the reading which, 

when heard, was meaningful, instructive or formative for them. The words that were 

heard may lead one to remark about family life, or give some catechetical insight for the 
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year of ministry ahead. The direction may go wherever the Spirit leads. As people begin 

to share what they heard in the reading, and listen to one another’s insights, a spiritual 

bond begins to form that deepens one’s relationship with God who is present within the 

community of catechists. 

Questions begin to form such as, what is God communicating to us through the 

Word? What does this reading say to me personally? What does it mean for the 

catechists gathered, or for the whole parish? Does the Word really function as a “two 

edged sword?” Does it cut to the heart? How does the Word help us to change our 

hearts? How will we carry this message from God gently and gratefully into our lives this 

week? 

As one becomes familiar with Lectio Divina, one can adapt its simple 

methodology for use by any group, whether for the youth group or for ministry to 

seniors. Lectio Divina may be the preferred prayer for each stage of lifelong faith 

formation. 


