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Lectio divina
If you are in a group, you can also read each of these steps 
aloud as you enter into them so that everybody is engaged.

Step 1: Lectio

The first step involves reading the text aloud. Reading 
it through three times is often a good amount, leaving 
time for a few minutes of quiet between readings. The 
purpose of this step is to calm our minds and listen, 
paying attention to what words or phrases stand out. 
After the third reading, it is common practice to share 
aloud which word or phrase resonated.

Step 2: Meditatio

The second step, meditation, leads us to ask: ‘What is 
the text saying to us personally?’ The first two steps 
often blend together. As we read or listen to the 
Scriptures, it is good to repeat the word or phrase 
in our minds, letting it sink in and pondering why it 
resonates. To provide a more structured approach, the 
meditatio section of this resource also offers reflections 
on the Gospel reading to help unpack its core themes.

Step 3: Oratio

The third step is prayer, a time to enter conversation 
with the Lord, responding to what he has said. Those 
present might like to bring their questions, their desires, 
or their thanksgiving before God.

Step 4: Contemplatio

The fourth step is a time of resting in God’s presence, 
simply being with him, loving him. Pope Benedict XVI 
also said this step was about asking for the gift of 
seeing the world the way God sees it (VD §87), so that 
what we have glimpsed through the Scriptures can 
transform us.

Step 5: Actio

While this is not a traditional step in lectio divina, many 
spiritual traditions have now included it, recognising the 
importance of changed hearts overflowing into a life of 
charity and discipleship. With this step, participants can 
discuss or journal how they might live out what they 
have learned more practically, so that they can be a 
living witness of hope to others.

Those leading groups can also use this step to 
begin conversation, inviting everyone to share their 
experience and prayers, thoughts and questions about 
the subject for each week.
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‘The birth of Jesus the Messiah happened like this. His mother Mary 
was betrothed to Joseph; but before they came to live together she 
was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. Her husband 
Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to 
disgrace, decided to dismiss her quietly. He had this in mind when 
suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, 
“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife 
because the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will 
give birth to a son and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save 
his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfil what had been 
spoken by the Lord through the prophet: Look, the virgin is with 
child and will birth to a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, 
which means “God-is-with-us”. When Joseph woke from sleep he 
did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took her as 
his wife.’

Matthew 1:18-24

Lectio

Whether you are reading this passage of Scripture 
individually or as part of a group, before moving on to 
the following reflections, spend some time praying slowly 
with it according to the first step of lectio divina. Read the 
passage two or three times and see what sticks out. Feel 
free to journal your initial questions or thoughts.
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Meditatio

In the epistle to the Hebrews, a strange and beautiful 
letter, we read these famous words: ‘Faith is the substance 
of things hoped for, the conviction of realities that are 
unseen’ (Heb 11:1).

In his encyclical Spe salvi, Pope Benedict XVI spoke of 
this passage as revealing something important about 
Christian hope: namely, our hope is not in something 
vague and indefinable. Strangely, despite hope being 
oriented towards the future, Christian hope is also hope 
in something that has already been given to us. In today’s 
Gospel, this becomes personal and concrete when the 
angel tells Joseph that Mary’s child is ‘Emmanuel’ — God 
is with us. It is precisely because God is a real presence 
in our midst, like the pillars of fire and smoke that led the 
Israelites out of Egypt, that we can have true hope.

That line also reveals something else to us: if we want to 
renew our hope, we must deepen our faith, for faith is the 
substance of hope, its basis and foundation. If we do not 
know Jesus Christ, if we do learn to live in his presence 
— especially his presence as given to us in the Eucharist — 
then how can we expect to become pilgrims and witnesses 
of hope for others? When we do, our lives becomes a 
witness and proof of that which is unseen.

Pope Benedict XVI explains it well:

‘Faith is not merely a personal reaching out towards things to 
come that are still totally absent: it gives us something. It gives 
us even now something of the reality we are waiting for, and this 
present reality constitutes for us a “proof” of the things that are 
still unseen. Faith draws the future into the present, so that it is no 
longer simply a “not yet”. The fact that this future exists changes 
the present; the present is touched by the future reality, and thus 
the things of the future spill over into those of the present and 
those of the present into those of the future.

Faith gives life a new basis, a new foundation on which we can 
stand … This new freedom, the awareness of the new “substance” 
which we have been given, is revealed not only in martyrdom, in 
which people resist the overbearing power of ideology and its 
political organs and, by their death, renew the world. Above all, it is 
seen in the great acts of renunciation, from the monks of ancient 
times to Saint Francis of Assisi and those of our contemporaries 
who enter modern religious Institutes and movements and leave 
everything for love of Christ, so as to bring to men and women 
the faith and love of Christ, and to help those who are suffering 
in body and spirit. In their case, the new “substance” has proved 
to be a genuine “substance”; from the hope of these people who 
have been touched by Christ, hope has arisen for others who were 
living in darkness and without hope. In their case, it has been 
demonstrated that this new life truly possesses and is “substance” 
that calls forth life for others. For us who contemplate these 
figures, their way of acting and living is de facto a “proof” that the 
things to come, the promise of Christ, are not only a reality that 
we await, but a real presence: he is truly the “philosopher” and the 
“shepherd” who shows us what life is and where it is to be found 
… [Christ] has already communicated to us the “substance” of 

things to come, and thus the expectation of God acquires a new 
certainty.’

Spe salvi §7-9

Oratio

Spend some time now in conversation with the Lord. 
Respond to his Word.

Where has your prayer and meditation led you? What 
questions or desires do you want to bring before God? 
Bring them now. Feel free to use the journalling space on 
the first page to help you pray

Contemplatio

Pope Benedict XVI said that this step of contemplation 
(contemplatio) is the time of taking up ‘as a gift from God, 
his own way of seeing and judging reality … forming within 
us “the mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16)’ (Verbum domini §87). 
Spend some time resting quietly in God’s presence, asking 
for the gift of his heart and mind.

Actio

If you are in a group setting, discuss your thoughts and 
meditations from your time in prayer. Towards the end of 
your time together, focus especially on how your prayer 
might lead to action, to greater witness. If this is an 
individual exercise, journal your thoughts and resolutions 
here.


