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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. 
 
In General/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 interpretation. 
• Non-literal or symbolic interpretation: 

Allegorical. 
Typological. 
Moral. 

 
(1) Personal reading: 
We read Scripture for stories, passages, Psalms, etc. that “speak” to us personally.  Obviously, not all Biblical 
passages are going to “speak” to us; examples of passages that probably won’t speak to us: 

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. 

 
However, 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 in one of the Psalms (or another theme, if you prefer) 
 
Psalms are traditionally divided into several categories.  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 
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categories are:  Laments (prayers for help; 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 Gospel principles of love and forgiveness), which may begin with a lament and end in hope: 

• 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 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 88 “O Lord, God of my salvation” [prayer for help in despondency] 

 
Other categories of psalms: 

• Psalms of descriptive praise:  117, 33, 104, 8, 19; 29, 100, 65, 113, 145. 
• Wisdom Psalms:  1, 112, 128, 127 
• Psalms of penitence:  39, 51. 

 
(2) Meditational reading:  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).  It is traditionally called lectio divina (divine reading), and it has four steps:   

1. Lectio (reading):  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. Meditatio (meditation):  Use 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. Oratio (prayer):  Ask 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. Contemplatio (contemplation):  This 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 experiential contact with 
the One behind and beyond the text.  (Source:  website of US Conference on Catholic Bishops, 
http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/prayers-and-devotions/meditations/index.cfm) 

 
Example:  Meditating on the Beatitudes (from https://stjuleschurch.org/meditating-the-beatitudes) 

1. 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): 



 3 

2. 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).   

3. 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. 

4. 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:  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 can also be based on Scripture, although these other devotions 
are far more common and better-known.  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> 

 
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. 

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 
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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. 

 
Two passages for us to try as an example: 
 
Exodus 16:11-21 and John 6:27-34 
 
Questions: 

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

 
 
Books for Scriptural devotions: 
 
Word Among Us  https://wau.org/about/ 
 
Catholic Women’s Devotional Bible (NRSV).  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.  Available from Amazon. 
 
Catholic Men’s Bible (NABRE).  Topics include:  The most important question; the key to manhood; 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.  Available from Amazon. 
 


