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March 17 
 

READING PERSONALLY, MEDITATIVELY, DEVOTIONALLY.  SUGGESTED THEME FOR PERSONAL READING: 
SUFFERING 

 
Summary:  Although we can read the Bible for the teaching in stories that offer religious and 
moral lessons, and we can read the Bible for prayers with which to converse with God, we can 
also read the Bible for what Richard Rohr calls transformation.  For example, we can read for 
meanings that apply to ourselves (personally), for greater understanding of and communion 
with God (meditatively), and for affirming our relationship with God (devotionally).  In this 
session we will practice several kinds of educational, prayerful, and transformational reading, 
focusing in the end on the theme of suffering, because so often when we turn to Scripture we 
are in crisis. 
 
Background:  Today’s session arises out of ways of reading the Bible that go very far back in the 
history of the Church.  The early Church had several ways to read the Bible, divided into literal 
and non-literal ways of reading: 
 

Literal:  The plain sense, regarded as obvious, needing no explanation. However, the 
methodologies used in literal reading vary across time.  They include:  (1) Intra-biblical 
exegesis, found in the NT and in commentary.  For example, a writer may cite a passage 
from the OT in order to affirm the meaning of a NT passage.   Intra-biblical may be inter- or 
intra-testamental.  When Jesus calls attention to OT prophecies that are fulfilled in him, he 
is reading inter-testamentally; when an epistle refers to a Gospel or Acts, it is reading intra-
testamentally. (2) Historical criticism, which uses non-Biblical texts and events to shed light 
on the Bible.  (3) Philological analysis, which derives an interpretation from an 
understanding of Biblical Hebrew or Greek. (4) Literary analysis, which may use any of the 
above literal methods plus “form criticism,” which is a term for literary analysis that takes 
literary genre into account, plus “close reading,” which is a term for literary analysis that 
builds an understanding from characters, themes, motifs, and other features of literature. 
(5) NOTE:  In fundamentalist reading of the Bible, which may be found among Evangelicals 
(and even among some ultra-conservative Catholics), historical, philological, and literary 
analyses are ignored, as are historical differences between the past and the present.   
 
Non-literal or symbolic:  What the literal meaning represents.  Thus, the non-
literal/symbolic meaning is something other than the literal meaning, something that is 
unchanged or unaffected by the literal meaning.  Kinds of non-literal meaning include 
allegorical, typological (figurative), and moral.  Whenever we say that X represents, 
symbolizes, is symbolic of, is a figure of Y, we are reading non-literally. 
 
St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430) explained non-literal/symbolic interpretation by the simile 
of breaking open a nut to get the kernel inside.  The outside of the nut—the hull, husk, or 
shell—is the word/text in its spoken or written form.  The inside of the nut—the kernel—is 
the word’s/text’s meaning.  Today, Catholics still talk about “breaking open” the Scriptures.  
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A key text in Augustine’s theory of reading is 2 Cor. 3:6 (NRSV):  “For the letter kills, but the 
Spirit gives life” (On Christian Doctrine, V.9)  Thus, Augustine bases his theory of reading 
non-literally on Scripture.   
 
Examples of non-literal/symbolic interpretation from Augustine:   
***The polygamy of the patriarchs is a “prophecy” of charity rather than an injunction for 
contemporary men to take many wives (On Christian Doctrine, XII.20). 
***The sinful woman in Luke 7:37-38 who washes Jesus’s feet with her hair is symbolically 
an instance of “good fame which anyone in the works of a good life will have when he 
follows in the footsteps of Christ, as if anointing His feet with a most precious odor,” not an 
example of an erotic practice seen in (Roman) banquets (On Christian Doctrine, XII.18). 
 
Allegorical:  In allegory, elements in a text represent things outside the text, and they do it 
in a pattern that makes a second text outside the literal text of Scripture.  The parables are 
good examples.  For example, the Parable of the Sower in Matt. 13:1-9, which is explained 
in 13:18-23 (NRSV).  The seed sown by the sower represents “the word of the kingdom,” 
and the earth represents the human heart.  Birds eating the seeds that fall on the path 
represent “the evil one” stealing “what is sown in the heart”; seeds falling on the rocky 
ground represent how “the one who hears the word and immediately receives it with joy” 
accepts God’s word—he is momentarily changed, but soon returns to his old ways; seeds 
falling among thorns represent how “the cares of the world and the lure of wealth” prevent 
the word from taking root; and the seeds sown in good soil represent the spiritual benefits 
to “one who hears the word and understands it,” since these seeds bear fruit. 
 
In this allegory, there is a one-to-one correspondence:  seeds represent God’s word, the 
earth represents the human heart, different kinds of terrain represent different kinds of 
people, the birds represent the devil.  The allegory has a moral significance, because it is 
about human thought and behavior in response to receiving God’s teachings.  It is about 
human behavior in this world.  Thus, it demonstrates two kinds of non-literal interpretation 
in Christianity:  allegorical and moral. 
 
Typological:  Emphasis on parallels between two historical people, events, or institutions, 
activities, etc.  It is a way of thinking about history from the perspective of eternity.  Imagine 
standing at the end of time and looking backwards, such that all history forms one 
enormous 3-D still picture.  Many peoples and events would be conflated into one 
individual moments that would each form coherent, meaningful “pictures” of their role in 
history.   
 
As we look backwards in history, we see “types” (or in Latin, figurae—singular figura) in the 
Old Testament and “antitypes” in the New Testament or in the life of the Church, which can 
stretch all the way to the end of time.  In fact, the terms “old testament” and “new 
testament” are expressions of the Christian belief that God made a new covenant with 
Christians through Christ that superseded the covenant with Abraham.   
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Traditional typologies (also see PPt slides) 
 
Example from Galatians:  We see this in a classic passage, Gal. 4:22-31, which we may 
diagram like this:  
 
Hagar      Sarah 
old law of covenant    new law or covenant 
slave      free 
gives birth to Ishmael Gen. 16  gives birth to Isaac Gen. 21 
Ishmael “born according to the flesh” Isaac “born through the promise” 
Hagar from Mt. Sinai    Sarah from “the present Jerusalem” 
Just as Ishmael persecuted Isaac, unnamed Galatians are “children of the promise,” 
   people are persecuting the       set free by Christ 

   Galatians 
 
In this diagram, terms are associated vertically for each woman, in that some of Paul’s 
notions are imposed on the characters:  Hagar is not from Mt. Sinai, and Ishmael did not 
persecute Isaac.  Because Paul thinks of Christians as the true inheritors of the covenant 
with Abraham, he thinks of them as children of the promise who dwell in Jerusalem; but 
because he thinks of non-Christians as non-inheritors of the covenant, he thinks of them 
as persecutors who are from Sinai—which is where Moses was given the tablets of the 
old law, the ten commandments, by God.  Paul’s polemic seems to be aimed at Jews 
when he calls on the Galatians not to circumcise themselves (Gal. 5:1ff.), and in time it 
would be regarded as such.  However, there were a number of Christian sects against 
whom Paul directed his polemic in the epistle to the Galatians, so it is quite possible that 
here he is referring to Jewish followers of Jesus whom he saw as lacking authority.  
 
The two women in this diagram are also associated horizontally, however, in that Hagar 
gave birth to Ishmael before Sarah gave birth to Isaac.  On this basis, Paul reads both 
women symbolically as representing the two covenants in historical time, the old 
preceding the new.  Thus, the relationship between Hagar and Sarah is an early example 
of typology.  Normally in later Christian interpretation, typology operates between an 
Old Testament “type” and a New Testament or later “antitype.” 
 
Moral:  Emphasis primarily on moral decisions and behavior by a person.  This is the 
easiest to figure out on your own.  For example, in Gen. 13, Abraham obeys God’s order 
to move about and re-settle where God shows him, whereas Lot goes where he wants 
to go.  Abraham goes to Mamre, a pleasant place at an oasis in the desert, but Lot goes 
to Sodom.  The moral interpretation is to go where God directs you to go. 
 

The average Catholic would hear Scripture interpreted these ways from the pulpit, so that this 
kind of interpretation became standardized in the minds of Catholics. 
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We can compare these different ways of reading Scripture with the different ways we acquire 
knowledge through the senses, through listening, through reading, etc.  Each one enriches us. 
 
However, with the Reformation (began in 1517) and the Enlightenment (roughly the 18th 
century), the main way of reading the Bible came to emphasize the literal and historical sense 
of Scripture more than the other ways of reading it.  Modern Biblical scholarship has done a lot 
of excavative work, like a kind of archeological dig, into what the Bible originally meant.  This is 
valuable, and Catholicism has adopted these more modern ways of reading, but these ways of 
reading mainly look back on what the Bible meant to its original readers, instead of focusing on 
what it can mean for us today.  If we return to reading the Bible the way the Church has always 
read it, then we open ourselves to being transformed, not just informed, by our reading in the 
Bible.1 
 
After all, Jesus taught in parables, which could not be understood literally.  Thus, I need to say a 
few words about the fallacy of fundamentalism, and distinguish it from what we are about to 
do here. 
 
The fallacy of fundamentalist reading of the Bible: 
 
Fundamentalism disregards the historical context in which the Bible was written, and it allows 
readers to make the Bible mean anything they want it to mean.  It leads to “cherry-picking” 
Biblical passages, taking them out of context and applying them to ourselves and our world 
without regard for their original context and meaning.  Fundamentalism is thus a serious abuse 
of God’s word to us. 
 
Fundamentalism assumes that God dictated the Bible word-for-word to people who merely 
copied it, instead of recognizing that “the inspired word of God has been expressed in human 

                                                        
1 Source [greatly adapted]: Richard Rohr, “Many Ways of Knowing,” Jan. 8, 2019. 
Blurb for Rohr’s book, What Do We Do With the Bible?   
https://store.cac.org/products/what-do-we-do-with-the-bible?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2019-01-
08%20DM&utm_content=2019-01-
08%20DM+CID_1232b0a2bd6606a72c5f05636fa08c69&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor%20Google%20Analyti
cs&utm_term=What%20Do%20We%20Do%20with%20the%20Bible 

• What do we do with the Bible? Does this ancient, sometimes violent and contradictory text have anything 
to teach us today? Selective use of Scripture—by preachers and politicians alike—has been used to justify 
violence, racism, misogyny, homophobia . . . the list goes on. Still, we believe the Bible has something 
important to say. How can we read it in a contemplative and intelligent way? 

• Richard Rohr has written a small book to answer just this question: What Do We Do with the Bible? He 
offers a methodology of hermeneutics (interpretation) that creates a foundation for a hopeful and cosmic 
vision—incarnation from beginning to end of time. (He explores this vision in his forthcoming book, The 
Universal Christ). In particular, Father Richard focuses on Jesus’ own method of using his Hebrew 
Scriptures. Jesus read between the lines to find and follow God’s mercy, inclusion, and compassionate 
justice. For him, everything came down to relationship and transformation. 
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language by human authors” who wrote in the language and the terms of their times and 
places (Binn, p. 61).   
 
Don’t confuse fundamentalism with evangelical Christianity.  “Evangelical” is a broad term that 
covers many approaches to the Bible and to Christianity.  There are evangelicals who are 
fundamentalists, but not all evangelicals are fundamentalists.  Fundamentalism is characterized 
by a “rigid, dogmatic, uncompromising and often uneducated adherence to outdated 
perspectives in biblical interpretation” (Binn, p. 62).  Characteristics of fundamentalism: 
 

1. The Bible is the sole source and authority for God’s revelation.  The Bible contains all 
you need to know about God’s truth; no church is necessary.  Fundamentalism ignores 
the fact that the canon of books in the Bible was in fact chosen by the early Catholic 
Church. 

2. The meaning and teaching of the Bible is self-evident.  Anyone can pick up a Bible, read 
it, and understand God’s message in it.  No teachers, priests, scholars, or Church 
hierarchy is needed.  No training is necessary.  No special education is necessary. 

3. Inspiration assures us that the Bible is written with infallible accuracy.  The assumption 
is that the original texts of the Bible are “inerrant.”  The problem with this is that we 
don’t have the original texts any more, and although we know from the texts we do 
have that they were copied very accurately, there are variations between them, and 
scholars have had to reconstruct what they think are the originals. 

4. Any question about the historicity of the Bible is a challenge to its truthfulness.  Thus, 
the stories Creation, of Adam and Eve, the Tower of Babel, etc. in Genesis are literally 
historical, which is why fundamentalists are creationists. 

5. Biblical prophecy speaks about events in the present and prepares us for the end of 
time.  They read the Bible as a set of predictions about the coming end of the world, as 
if human history was pre-ordained by God.  Fundamentalists are preoccupied with “the 
Rapture, determining the identity of the Anti-Christ, rebuilding the Temple in Jerusalem, 
and locating the site of Armageddon, rather than the imperatives of conversion, justice, 
and forgiveness” (Binn, p. 65). 

6. The Bible offers secure and certain answers about life’s complexities.  It thus appeals to 
people who can’t deal with complexity, can’t deal with people who are different from 
them, and can’t deal with uncertainty.  In their eyes, non-fundamentalists are not true 
Christians.  Fundamentalists thus tend to be highly judgmental regarding people who 
don’t share their views. 

 
Fundamentalism has been around since the beginning of the Church.  2 Pet. 3:16 (NRSV) says of 
the epistles of Paul that “There are some things in them [Paul’s epistles] hard to understand, 
which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other 
Scriptures.”   
 
How reading personally, meditatively, and devotionally differs from fundamentalist reading: 
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The main difference is that we will approach Scripture in the knowledge that we do not always 
understand it.   
 
For example, in reading the OT, we will bear in mind that it comes from ancient Israel, which 
had ideas of justice that were different from the ones taught by Christ.  In the OT, it’s OK to ask 
God to attack your enemies, for example.  The OT teaches “retributive justice,” which is the 
idea that you should be punished with the crime you committed.  It is summed up in the OT 
saying, “If any harm follows [from a fight], then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Ex 
21:24, NRSV; see also Lev. 24:19-21 and Deut. 19:21). 
 
In contrast, Christianity preaches restorative justice, also called Biblical justice (which is a 
confusing term, because it can be confused with OT retributive justice).  Restorative justice is 
the idea that we practice kindness, compassion, and mercy for the poor, the needy, and the 
suffering.  We restore victims in status, in health, in condition, and we attempt to make people 
and the community whole again after an offense has been committed.  It is summed up in 
Jesus’s words in Matthew:  "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  For you tithe mint, 
dill and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law:  justice and mercy and 
faith" (Matt. 23:23, NRSV). 
 
Thus, in choosing Biblical passages for personal, meditative, and devotional reading, we should 
choose passages that are in keeping with Christ’s teachings.  As Fr. Joe has said to me, “When 
you choose a Biblical passage to reflect on, choose one that promotes love.”  A fundamentalist 
might choose those passages, but they just as likely could choose passages from the OT that 
endorse retributive justice—such as passages in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy.  It was 
this law that Christ replaced with the Two Greatest Commandments:   
 

When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Saducees, they gathered 
together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. “Teacher, 
which commandment in the law is the greatest?”  He said to him, “‘You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.’  This is the greatest and first commandment.  And the second is like it: 
‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all 
the law and the prophets” (Matt. 22:34-40, NRSV; cp. Mark 12:28-34, Luke 
10:25-28). 

 
Here Jesus refers to Deut. 6:4-5, the famous passage known as Shema Yisra’el ‘Hear, O Israel,’ 
which the faithful are required to recite twice daily.  In the Luke version of this Gospel, the 
lawyer asks Jesus who his neighbor is, and Jesus answers with the parable of the Good 
Samaritan. 
 
KINDS OF SPIRITUAL READING USING THE BIBLE, FOR TODAY’S SESSION: 
 
(1) Reading personally: 
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Personal reading is the simplest to explain:  We read Scripture for stories, passages, Psalms, etc. 
that “speak” to us personally.  Obviously, not all Biblical passages are going to “speak” to us.  
Here are some examples of passages that likely will not speak to us personally: 
 
Old Testament: 

• Law codes such as the ones in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy. 
• The prophets, such as Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, etc. 
• 1-2 Chronicles, which are a summary of the history of Israel, full of genealogies. 
• The Primeval History (Gen. 1-11). 

 
New Testament: 

• The Book of Revelation—a series of symbolic visions. 
 
On the other hand, some books of the Bible offer very rich opportunities for personal 
reflection; examples: 
 
Old Testament: 

• Psalms 
 
New Testament: 

• Gospels 
• Epistles 

 
Exercise:  Focus on the Theme of Suffering (or another theme, if you prefer) 
 
I chose this theme because it’s Lent, which culminates in the Passion, Death, Crucifixion and 
Resurrection—in other words, plenty of suffering to think about—and because we all have 
experienced suffering at some point in our lives; and also, people often turn to the Bible and to 
God when they are suffering.  So I thought the theme of suffering would be something we all 
have in common.   
 
Suffering as a theme for meditation.  (Also see Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: 
Narrative and the Problem of Suffering [Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2010]) 
 
Scriptural passages about suffering: 

• The suffering of Job:  Undeserved suffering. 
• Samson (Judges 13-16):  Self-destructive behavior that becomes redemptive. 
• Abraham’s long wait for a child, and the binding of Isaac (Gen. 13-22). 
• Hagar in the wilderness (Gen. 14, 16). 
• Mary of Bethany (sister of Martha and mother of Lazarus) (John 11:1—12:19). 
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Psalms are a special case, because they may begin with a lament but end in hope.  Traditionally 
they are divided into groups.  As a whole, they are hymns of praise to God (which is what the 
Hebrew name Tehillim means; the word psalm is from Greek, meaning merely “song”).  The 
categories are:  Prayers for help (laments; the largest category); Songs of Thanksgiving; Hymns 
of Praise; and a miscellaneous group including liturgies for entrance into the sanctuary, psalms 
of trust, songs exalting Zion, and psalms celebrating God’s universal rule. 
 
Examples of laments (excludes psalms asking for God to strike one’s enemies, as these are not 
in keeping with the principles of love and forgiveness in the Gospels): 
 

• Psalm 6 “O Lord, do not rebuke me in your anger” [prayer for recovery from a grave 
illness] 

• Psalm 12 “Help, O Lord, for there is no longer anyone who is godly” [prayer for help in 
evil times] 

• Psalm 13 “How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?” [prayer for deliverance from 
enemies] 

• Psalm 22 “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” [prayer for deliverance from 
suffering and hostility] 

• Psalm 31 “In you, O Lord, I seek refuge” [prayer and praise for deliverance from 
enemies] 

• Psalm 38 “O Lord, do not rebuke me in your anger.” [a penitent sufferer’s plea for 
healing] 

• Psalm 42 “As a deer longs for the flowing streams” [longing for God and his help in 
distress] 

• Psalm 43 “Vindicate me, O God, and defend my cause” [prayer to God in time of 
trouble] 

• Psalm 54 “Save me, O God, by your name” [prayer for vindication] 
• Psalm 61 “Hear my cry, O God” [assurance of God’s protection] 
• Psalm 71 “In you, O Lord, I take refuge” [prayer for lifelong protection and help] 
• Psalm 73 “Truly God is good and upright” [plea for relief from oppressors] 
• Psalm 82 “God has taken is place in the divine council” [plea for justice] 
• Psalm 86 “Incline your ear, O Lord, and answer me” [supplication for help against 

persecution] 
• Psalm 88 “O Lord, God of my salvation” [prayer for help in despondency] 
• Psalm 120 “In my distress I cry to the Lord” [prayer for deliverance from slanderers] 
• Psalm 123 “To you I lift up my eyes” [supplication for mercy in times of oppression] 
• Psalm 141 “I call upon you, O Lord” [prayer for preservation from evil] 
• Psalm 142 “With my voice I cry to the Lord” [prayer for deliverance from persecutors] 

 
Other categories of Psalms: 
 
Psalms of descriptive praise:  Psalms 117, 33, 104, 8, 19; 29, 100, 65, 113, 145. 
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• The “Praise Psalms” are psalms of descriptive praise (meaning that they praise God’s 
attributes), hence hymns.  In these Psalms, God continues the work of creation begun in 
Genesis. 

• Structure of Psalms of descriptive praise:  (1) invitation to praise God; (2) reasons to 
praise God; (3) recapitulation of no. 1. 

• Major topic of Psalms of descriptive praise:  “God’s ongoing care for his Creation.”  
• Major themes:  harmony, stability, balance. 

 
Wisdom Psalms:  1, 112, 128, 127 

• To prepare for reading the Wisdom Psalms, consider some of the OT’s “wisdom 
literature,” which is found in these books:  Job, Psalms, Proverbs (traditionally attributed 
to Solomon), Ecclesiastes (means “The Preacher”), Song of Solomon (traditionally 
attributed to Solomon), Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus = the Wisdom Jesus, Son of 
Sirach. 

• Prov. 2:1-11—fear of the Lord = knowledge of God. 
• Prov. 3:13-35—wisdom makes you truly happy; God founded the earth by wisdom; 

wisdom means being good to others and avoiding harming others. 
• Sirach 4:17-28—wisdom is not easy to pursue.  She will walk with her disciples “on 

tortuous paths; / she will bring fear and dread upon them, / and will torment them by 
her discipline / until she trusts them, / and she will test them with her ordinances… / If 
they go astray she will forsake them / and hand them over to their ruin.” But if you 
“Fight to the death for truth,… / the Lord God will fight for you” (NRSV). 

• A theme that occurs often in Wisdom Psalms is “fear of the Lord.”  What does “fear of 
the Lord” mean?  Here are some other Scriptural passages that point the way: 

1. Ps 112:1—to fear the Lord is to “delight in his commandments” (NRSV). 
2. Deut. 10:12—to fear the Lord is to “walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (NRSV). 
3. Job 28:28—” to fear the Lord is wisdom and to depart from evil is 

understanding” (NRSV). 
4. Prov. 2:5—fear of the Lord is “the knowledge of God” (NRSV). 
5. Acts 9:31—fear of the Lord brings the “comfort of the Holy Spirit” (NRSV). 

 
Psalms of penitence: 

• Psalm 39 “I said, ‘I will guard my ways’” [prayer for wisdom and forgiveness] 
• Psalm 51 “Have mercy on me, O God” [prayer for cleansing and pardon] 

 
 (2) Meditational reading of Scripture:   
 
If we are unsure of choosing Biblical passages for personal reflection, the Church offers two 
kinds of reflection on the Bible that offer us both passages to think about and a method for 
thinking about them or praying over them:  meditation and devotions. 
 
The difference between a meditation and a devotion is this: 
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Meditation:  The Catechism states that “Meditation is above all a quest.  The mind seeks to 
understand the why and how of the Christian life, in order to adhere and respond to what the 
Lord is asking” (CCC 2705-2706). 
 
Devotion:  Devotions are practices such as pilgrimages, novenas, processions and celebrations 
in honor of Mary and the other saints, the rosary, the Angelus, the Stations of the Cross, the 
and veneration of relics.  Devotions extend the liturgy into daily life.  For example, speaking of 
the Rosary, Pope John Paul II insisted that it is not a substitute for the reading of the Bible; “on 
the contrary, it presupposes and promotes” prayerful reading of the Holy Scriptures. While the 
mysteries of the rosary “do no more than outline the fundamental elements of the life of Christ, 
they easily draw the mind to a more expansive reflection on the rest of the Gospel, especially 
when the Rosary is prayed in a setting of prolonged recollection.” 
<http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers-and-devotions/prayers/popular-
devotional-practices-basic-questions-and-answers.cfm> 
 
Meditation: 
 
From the web site of the US Conference of Catholic Bishops:  “Meditation is a Christian practice 
of prayer dating back to the early Church.  As the Catechism states: ‘Meditation is above all a 
quest.  The mind seeks to understand the why and how of the Christian life, in order to adhere 
and respond to what the Lord is asking.’  By meditating on the Gospels, holy icons, liturgical 
texts, spiritual writings, or ‘the great book of creation,’ we come to make our own that which is 
God’s.  To the extent that we are humble and faithful, we discover in meditation the 
movements that stir the heart and we are able to discern them.  It is a question of acting 
truthfully in order to come into the light: ‘Lord, what do you want me to do?’ (CCC 2705-2706).” 
 
From the website of the US Conference of Catholic Bishops:  “Spiritual reading of Sacred 
Scripture, especially the Gospels, is an important form of meditation.  This spiritual reading is 
traditionally called lectio divina or divine reading. Lectio divina is prayer over the Scriptures. 
 

1. The first element of this type of prayer is reading (lectio): you take a short passage from 
the Bible, preferably a Gospel passage and read it carefully, perhaps three or more 
times. Let it really soak in. 

2. The second element is meditation (meditatio). By using your imagination enter into the 
Biblical scene in order to "see" the setting, the people, and the unfolding action. It is 
through this meditation that you encounter the text and discover its meaning for your 
life. 

3. The next element is prayer (oratio) or your personal response to the text: asking for 
graces, offering praise or thanksgiving, seeking healing or forgiveness. In this prayerful 
engagement with the text, you open yourself up to the possibility of contemplation. 

4. Contemplation (contemplatio) is a gaze turned toward Christ and the things of God. By 
God's action of grace, you may be raised above meditation to a state of seeing or 
experiencing the text as mystery and reality. In contemplation, you come into an 
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experiential contact with the One behind and beyond the text.” 
<http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers-and-
devotions/meditations/index.cfm> 

 
Example:  Meditating the Beatitudes <https://stjuleschurch.org/meditating-the-beatitudes> 
 
Four elements of reflection:  reading from the Bible (lectio); speaking to God (oratio); 
meditation or thinking (meditatio); contemplation or listening (contemplatio).  We may skip a 
step or two, but the goal is contemplation.   
 
Lectio:  Read the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:1-24) slowly aloud.  When you come to one of 
the key words—poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, the merciful, the clean of heart, the peacemakers, those who are persecuted—
stop and meditate on that verse.  The St. Jules web page makes these suggestions (for the 
complete text, which includes suggested prayers for the oratio section of each beatitude, see 
the web page): 
 
Oratio: Continue speaking to God, pray from the heart, and experience being myself.  Praise 
God for who he is. Give thanks for what I have. Ask for something (petition).  Finally, forgive and 
beg forgiveness (contrition).   
 
Meditatio:  Imagine the scripture (text) of the beatitude that I am focusing upon.  Allow my 
senses to further imagine that I am there, with Jesus, on the Mount of Beatitudes.  Find the 
moral in the beatitude and meditate on it. Find the meaning the beatitude as it applies to my 
eternal salvation.  
 
Contemplatio:  Remain  very quiet and concentrate on the word or phrase that is the focus of 
my meditation.  I must listen intently to God, remain patient, and let God do His work with me. I 
must not interfere at this point.  
 
(3) Devotional reading:   
 
From the web site of the US Conference of Catholic Bishops:  “Popular devotional practices play 
a crucial role in helping to foster this ceaseless prayer.  The faithful have always used a variety 
of practices as a means of permeating everyday life with prayer to God.  Examples include 
pilgrimages, novenas, processions and celebrations in honor of Mary and the other saints, the 
rosary, the Angelus, the Stations of the Cross, the veneration of relics, and the use of 
sacramentals.  Properly used, popular devotional practices do not replace the liturgical life of 
the Church; rather, they extend it into daily life….  

“As the Bible stands at the core of what God has revealed to the Church, sound popular 
devotions should naturally be strongly imbued with biblical themes, language, and imagery.  
Pope Paul VI explained, ‘Today it is recognized as a general need of Christian piety that every 
form of worship should have a biblical imprint.’  He applied this in particular to the example of 
Marian devotions: ‘What is needed is that texts of prayers and chants should draw their 
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inspiration and their wording from the Bible, and above all that devotion to the Virgin should be 
imbued with the great themes of the Christian message.’  In speaking of the rosary, Pope John 
Paul II insisted that it is not a substitute for the reading of the Bible; ‘on the contrary, it 
presupposes and promotes’ prayerful reading of the Holy Scriptures.  While the mysteries of 
the rosary ‘do no more than outline the fundamental elements of the life of Christ, they easily 
draw the mind to a more expansive reflection on the rest of the Gospel, especially when the 
Rosary is prayed in a setting of prolonged recollection.’ <http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-
worship/prayers-and-devotions/prayers/popular-devotional-practices-basic-questions-and-
answers.cfm> 
 
“Popular devotions are expressions of love and fidelity that arise from the intersection of one's 
own faith, culture and the Gospel of Jesus Christ. As Saint John Paul II said in 2001: 

‘Genuine forms of popular piety, expressed in a multitude of different ways, derives 
from the faith and, therefore, must be valued and promoted.  Such authentic expressions of 
popular piety are not at odds with the centrality of the Sacred Liturgy.  Rather, in promoting the 
faith of the people, who regard popular piety as a natural religious expression, they predispose 
the people for the celebration of the Sacred Mysteries. 

‘The correct relationship between these two expressions of faith must be based on 
certain firm principles, the first of which recognizes that the Liturgy is the center of the Church's 
life and cannot be substituted by, or placed on a par with, any other form of religious 
expression.  Moreover, it is important to reaffirm that popular religiosity, even if not always 
evident, naturally culminates in the celebration of the Liturgy towards which it should ideally be 
oriented.  This should be made clear through suitable catechesis’ (Address to the Congregation 
for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, September 21, 2001).” 
<http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers-and-devotions/index.cfm> 
 
Two websites specifically for Scriptural devotions:   
https://www.ewtn.com/Devotionals/prayer_saint.asp 
http://thecatholicwriter.com/oxygen/ 
 
Example from Oxygen for March 16, on loving our enemies: 
 
Read Deuteronomy 26:16-19 and Matthew 5:43-48 
 
Theme:  “Pray for those who persecute you” 
 
Today’s Oxygen by Josephine Dionisappu:  I had a very interesting conversation with my 
nephew, who is also my godson, one day before we went off to school. He had his arms 
extended and swung it from left to right while he was talking to me. He was upset with 
someone and I told him that, “Jesus said you must love your enemies and that you should pray 
for them.” He relented and said that he would not want to pray for them. Even an 8-year old 
knows that it does not make ‘sense’, he was in disbelief. But more often than not, I feel it is the 
way of our Lord. He asks of us and wills for something that makes us look at him in disbelief. 
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Is it possible to love our enemy? That to me is really hard because forgiving is one thing but 
loving them really, is a different ball game all together. I do not have any enemies, but I have 
‘fallen friends’, people with whom I have estranged relationships with. I have been told that it is 
normal to have this group of people who have ‘fallen out of your list’. That never sat right with 
me, because I clearly know that Jesus is not like that. And so, I pray for them because that is the 
only thing that helps. Sometimes they don’t want to be friends, sometimes it’s me, but when 
it’s my decision, I feel really upset about it. 
 
Friendships are important to me, although I have a tendency to grow out of people, and for this 
I seek His mercy and His grace. Because he wants me to be perfect, just like Him. During a 
recent sermon I heard, the priest said that Lent is a time of joy so that you have no more 
estranged relationships. “Let there be no lepers in your life”. Powerful and true. How are the 
enemies, lepers and perpetrators in our lives? Have we started loving them and praying for 
them? Today is the acceptable time for that because now is our time for salvation.  
 
Prayer:  
Lord, you said blessed are those who follow your footsteps, make us and mould us into the 
blessed person today. Clean the cobwebs off from all our relationships, including the one we 
have with you and also the one we have with ourselves. All angels and saints, watch over our 
enemies and pray for them. 
 
Thanksgiving:  
Thank you Lord, for keeping us free and for allowing us the grace to love and pray for people 
who most need it. Thank you Lord, for the difficult people in our lives, for through them we 
have learnt to see you. 
 
Here are two other passages that I selected for us to try as a kind of workshop: 
 
Exodus 16:11-21 (NRSV) 
11 The LORD spoke to Moses and said, 12 “I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to 
them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then 
you shall know that I am the LORD your God.’” 
13 In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of 
dew around the camp. 14 When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness 
was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15 When the Israelites saw it, they said 
to one another, “What is it?’” [or, “it is manna”].  For they did not know what it was. Moses said 
to them, “It is the bread that the LORD has given you to eat. 16 This is what the LORD has 
commanded: ‘Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer [1/10 of an ephah, which is 
22 litres] to a person according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own 
tents.’” 17 The Israelites did so, some gathering more, some less. 18 But when they measured it 
with an omer, those who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had 
no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed. 19 And Moses said to them, “Let 
no one leave any of it over until morning.” 20 But they did not listen to Moses; some left part of 
it until morning, and it bred worms and became foul.  And Moses was angry with them. 
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21  Morning by morning they gathered it, as much as each needed; but when the sun grew hot, it 
melted. 
 
John 6:27-34 (NRSV) 
27 “Do not work for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures for eternal life, which 
the Son of Man will give you. For it is on him that God the Father has set his seal.” 28 Then they 
said to him, “What must we do to perform the works of God?” 29 Jesus answered them, “This is 
the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent.” 30 So they said to him, “What sign 
are you going to give us then, so that we may see it and believe you? What work are you 
performing? 31 Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written, ‘He gave them 
bread from heaven to eat.’” 32 Then Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, it was not Moses 
who gave you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from 
heaven. 33 For the bread of God is that which [or, he who] comes down from heaven and gives 
life to the world.” 34 They said to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.” 
 
Questions: 

• What is the theme or “take-away” of these passages? 
• How does the theme connect to / apply to your relationship with God?   

 
 
Books to buy for Scriptural devotions: 
 
Word Among Us  <https://wau.org/about/> 
 
From the web site:  “The Fathers of the Second Vatican Council recognized this when they 
encouraged all believers ‘to learn “the surpassing knowledge of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 3:8) 
by frequent reading of the divine Scriptures... Let them go gladly to the sacred text itself, 
whether in the sacred liturgy, which is full of the divine words, or in devout reading... Let them 
remember, however, that prayer should accompany the reading of sacred Scripture, so that a 
dialogue takes place between God and man. For “we speak to him when we pray; we listen to 
him when we read the divine oracles” (Dei Verbum, 25).’” 
 
Catholic Women’s Devotional Bible 
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From Amazon web site: “The Catholic Women's Devotional Bible [NRSV, formal equivalence] is 
designed specifically to nourish a woman’s spirituality, making it easy to form a habit of daily 
prayer and reading. It includes a year’s worth of meditations, drawn from classic and 
contemporary sources, all written by women. Designed especially to meet the needs of 
Catholics and those accustomed to liturgically-based forms of worship, it includes a six-year 
reading plan tied to the lectionary, making it easy to locate readings for daily and Sunday 
liturgies. Additionally, each weekend devotional is based on the life of a particular woman of 
the Bible, helping you see the relevance of her story today. Each book of the Bible is preceded 
by a brief introduction highlighting its historical context and its most important themes. 
Additional articles focus on topics like the sacraments, holy days, the liturgy, and spiritual 
direction, explaining the link between tradition and Scripture to help you gain a greater 
understanding of your faith. Meditations are drawn from a rich variety of authors, including: 
Joan Wester Anderson, Sister Wendy Beckett, Esther de Waal, Catherine of Siena, Dorothy Day, 
Fran Ferder, Briege McKenna, Julian of Norwich, Joyce of Rupp, Mother Teresa, Teresa of 
Lisieux, Macrina Wiederkehr. 

 Scripture offers wisdom for important everyday issues like relationships, marriage, 
child-rearing, simplicity, prayer, and finding real peace. If you dip into it regularly, it will become 
a well of continual refreshment, nourishing your faith and strengthening your sense of God's 
loving presence in your life. Features Include: - 260 Daily Meditations. - 52 Weekend Devotions, 
Focusing on Women of the Bible. - 50 Tradition Articles Linking Scripture with Important 
Elements of Catholic Life and Faith. - Complete NRSV, Catholic Edition. - Reading Guide Keyed to 
the Catholic Lectionary. - Indexes. - Imprimatur.” 
 
Catholic Men’s Bible 
 

 
 
 
From the Amazon web site: “Well known preacher, teacher, and author Fr. Larry Richards has 
the God-given gift of being able to meet men right where they are, and his no-holds-barred 
approach has helped millions draw closer to God and more fully live out their Catholic faith. 

Now for the first time, Our Sunday Visitor has combined the trusted NABRE version of 
the Catholic Bible [formal equivalence] with the teachings, wisdom, and instruction of Fr. Larry 
Richards in the Catholic Men's Bible, NABRE. 

In 88 inserts, you will be challenged, enlightened, and even amused with topics like: 
• The Most Important Question 
• The Key to Manhood 
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• God Has a Plan for Your Life 
• Men Strengthen Men 
• Sex is Holy 
• The Courage to Be a Man 
• What a Good Man is Like 
• Just Do It! 

The combination of Holy Scripture with Fr. Larry's instructional selections gives you a new and 
easy way to become the man God intended you to be by incorporating Bible study into your 
daily life—before breakfast, before bed, or any time during the day!” 
 


