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DON’T CALL ME STUPID
Rev. Dr. Thomas Bentum

Recently | initiated a Bible reading challenge in my congregation called The Essential 100 produced by Scripture
Union. | was thrilled to have a number of people take up the challenge and read the 100 key Bible passages. | also
led two discussion groups on five of the passages each week as well as preach on one passage each Sunday. The
discussions in particular were wonderful as people explored the Bible together, some for the very first time.

Before one discussion group one of the members asked if | could talk to him after class about a Bible question he
had. This was one of the key leaders in the church for many years so | wondered what heavy-duty textual question |
was going to have to deal with. The question he had surprised me. He noticed that he was supposed to read a
passage from John but he noticed there are John, 1 John, 2 John and 3 John; which John was he supposed to read?
This was his first time reading the Bible so this confused him. | was happy to clear up his misunderstanding.

One of the fears of our biblically illiterate members is that they will be found out and their lack of knowledge and
understanding exposed. As one person confessed to me a few years ago, “l am afraid to join a Bible study because |
don’t want anyone to find out just how stupid | am when it comes to the Bible.” Nobody wants to be called stupid.
It’s not so bad when you are young and not having much Bible knowledge is expected. But the truth is that many of
our United Methodists have served faithfully in our churches for many years and have never cracked open a Bible to
do personal study. To get in a Bible discussion with others is seen as just too risky even though the desire is there.

When someone comes to me and asks questions like the question concerning which John to read, it makes me glad
to be a United Methodist pastor. What a thrill it is to break through that barrier of fear to people who have served
the church so faithfully for many years and show them more clearly who they serve and why. They have depended
on other people’s observations and opinions for too many years and now they can begin to own the truths of the
Bible for themselves.

The challenge for those of us who love, study and teach the Bible in our congregations is to create an environment
where nobody is going to be called stupid for their lack of knowledge, where nobody is going to react in shock. The
challenge is to create the opposite environment where the simplest questions are encouraged and applauded; an
environment where folks are just so thrilled that someone has even opened the book that judgment of others has no
place.

To be honest, it has been a long road for me to figure all this out. It was easier as a young evangelical to sit in
judgment and point fingers at my elders for serving the church for so long yet being like infants when it comes to
their spiritual life. It isn’t that | am not angry. | am indeed angry that a system of discipleship has prevailed in our
church for so long that has kept people ignorant and unengaged in Bible study. But | had to learn not to take my
anger out on the person in the pew; not to shame them and embarrass them for their spiritual immaturity.
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Our lack of spiritual maturity as United Methodist has made us vulnerable to all kinds of false and deceitful teaching.
The alternative Paul tells us in Ephesians 4.15 “Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into
him who is the head, that is, Christ.” The two principles for creating a positive environment of learning the truth
about God and ourselves are “love” and “growing up”. Folks need to know that we love them and are motivated by
that love if they are to explore the truth without fear. They also need to know that we are all in this together; we are
all “growing up” together. We all have so much to learn that the distance between those just starting out and those
with years of experience is not that great of a distance compared to where God wants us to be. In a sense we are all
“stupid” together!

Rev. Dr. Thomas W. Bentum is the Executive Coordinator of the Evangelical Renewal Fellowship (ERF). He is an Elder in
the New England Annual Conference, and pastor of Gray Memorial United Methodist Church, Caribou, ME.

UPPER ROOM LIVING PRAYER CENTER

At Conference each year a time is set aside to answer phones as a part of the Upper Room Living Prayer Center. This
year we will be answering the phone on Friday afternoon from 2:00 p.m. until 6:00 p.m.

WE NEED VOLUNTEERSI

How does this work? The Upper Room Living Prayer Center is a 24-hour, 7 day a week intercessory prayer ministry
staffed by Christian volunteers. A volunteer answers the phone, hears the prayer request, prays with the caller and
the request is forwarded to one of 300 Covenant Prayer Groups who will pray for the caller and his/her request for
30 days.

As a volunteer, you will be answering the phone, noting the prayer request, and praying with the caller. If you have
never done this, it is a powerful ministry. | will have sign-up forms at the ERF meeting on March 27 or you can
contact:

Robbin R. Grill
PO Box 8795
Penacook, NH 03303-8795
Telephone: (603) 796-2661
E-mail: robbin@rrgcpa.com
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THE REVIVAL ROOTS OF THE LAY WITNESS MISSION
Frank Billman

"My experience at the Lay Witness Mission was amazing! It was the first time | heard stories about how Jesus was
working in the lives of people | had gone to church with for 17 years. | was amazed at the transparency and openness
that this event created. It felt natural to see everyone singing and hugging each other, which had been missing from
our church. It was evident that the Holy Spirit was given freedom to work in our church in ways that we had not ever
experienced. My life personally was touched as | watched the congregation come to the altar on Sunday morning and
give their life to Jesus either for the first time or to renew their relationship with him. | never saw that happen here
before!" That is a pretty typical testimony from a recent Lay Witness Mission—a ministry that is celebrating its 50th
anniversary this year.

The roots of this ministry stretch back to the Rev. Ben Johnson, a Methodist pastor in the Alabama-West Florida
Annual Conference and a sought-after revival preacher in the late 1950s. Sensing that his work as an evangelist had
grown stale, he started a prayer group. The members grew close to one another as they prayed for Johnson regularly.
Soon after that, he was doing a revival that proved to be difficult. He sent for his prayer group to come and they
prayed for him before the service. When he stood to preach, Johnson was moved by God to ask several of the prayer
group members to share a witness. It was a God-inspired moment. Those chosen to share were anointed and the
congregation was electrified. Hearing lay people talk about what God was doing in their lives stirred the church.
Johnson was led by the Spirit to not preach after that; he just gave an altar call. The people rushed forward to kneel
and the altar service lasted more than an hour. It was the witness of laypeople rather than the preacher’s sermon
that stirred them.

When vital lay witnesses described how they had been loyal to the church program, how they had served in many
official capacities, and yet were lacking in a genuine experience of Christ, other lay people could readily identify with
them. But their witness did not stop with describing an empty, meaningless Christian life. They went on to relate how
their lives were changed through prayer and a personal encounter with Jesus Christ. Each of them shared relevant
experiences of how their new life worked on the job, in the home, in the church fellowship, and in community life.
From the first experiment with using laypersons on a mission, several discoveries were made: laypersons listened to
other laypersons; laypersons were willing to discuss pointed problems with other laypersons; dialogue resulted in
deeper commitment than traditional altar prayer times; the laity and clergy learned to participate as equals in a
group and witnessing laypersons both inspired and encouraged others to witness.

From that point on, when Johnson was invited to preach for revival services, he arranged in advance for his prayer
group to come with him. During the meetings, he gave them opportunity to share. More pastors urged him to come
to their churches. He would preach and intersperse laypeople to witness, but soon he discovered that power was
released as the lay people told their stories. Gradually the weekend schedule began to shift and his preaching was
minimized and he became more of a moderator. Later he found that these open and honest, prayer-filled laypeople
could be effective in leading small groups. Sunday morning altars were filled. Prayer groups were started. Word
spread and soon more invitations were coming in than Johnson could handle, so he chose and nurtured lay
coordinators to conduct the missions. What began as a clergy-coordinated event became a lay-coordinated event
and the Lay Witness Movement was launched. In 1960, it was incorporated as the Institute of Church Renewal.

Soon the weekend pattern for missions was set. Teams of 15 or 20 laypersons went to a church for a weekend and
stayed as guests in homes of the congregation. Often their presence proved to be a blessing in disguise and God
ministered to the families where they were staying. The movement was reinforced by prayer. Every time a person got
up to witness he or she would call on someone on the team to pray for him or her.

The church would gather with the team for a Friday night dinner, after which there would be spirited chorus singing
and sharing by witnesses and small groups. On Saturday morning, coffee fellowships were set up in the homes of the
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congregation who invited their friends and neighbors to come hear the witnesses share. The church gathered for
lunch and they divided to allow female witnesses to share with the women and male witnesses to share with the
men.

On Saturday afternoon, the witnesses would go with church members to visit sick and shut-in members. On Saturday
evening, there was more singing, sharing, small groups, and an opportunity for the church people to come to commit
or recommit their lives to Jesus Christ. On Sunday morning, team members shared in the Sunday school classes and
the coordinator spoke in the worship service. Another opportunity for church people to commit or recommit their
lives to Christ was given. A children’s coordinator and youth coordinator along with youth witnesses were brought to
work with the kids and young people. Literally thousands of churches were renewed and revitalized and brought to
spiritual strength as a result of lay people telling other lay people about their life in Christ.

The Lay Witness Movement became ecumenical and spread to the Episcopalians, the Presbyterians, the Southern
Baptists, the Disciples of Christ, and other denominations. The movement also went international, starting with the
birthplace of Methodism, Great Britain. Lay Witness Missions have been held in Australia, New Zealand, England,
Ireland, Mexico, the Philippines, and other countries around the world. They have also been conducted as district-
wide or cluster events involving multiple churches, as well as in prisons, in the stockade at a military base, in
retirement centers, and in retreat settings.

During the second decade of its existence, what started as a movement became part of the General Board of
Discipleship (GBOD). At the height of the movement in the early 1970s, there were more than 2,400 missions
scheduled from Nashville, more than 100,000 team members on the rolls, and 1,200 coordinators. Since that high
point, the Lay Witness Mission entered a period of decline. The decline led the GBOD to discontinue it as one of their
local church programs in 2003. Since Aldersgate Renewal Ministries (ARM) had then been an affiliate of the General
Board of Discipleship for 26 years, it asked if it could be entrusted with the Lay Witness Mission program. The Board
of Discipleship approved the request and we’ve been scheduling missions across the country ever since. Without
changing the structure of the weekend, we’ve strengthened the preparation and follow-up materials.

We continue to believe that the Lay Witness Mission is an important, valid tool in bringing renewal to United
Methodists and their churches. It follows the biblical pattern of Andrew telling his brother Simon or the woman at
the well telling her village about their encounters with Jesus. Many pastors can testify that a Lay Witness Mission in
their past was an important component of their call to full-time ministry. The Board of Discipleship is beginning to
offer Lay Witness Mission Team Member Training as an approved Advanced Lay Speaker’s Course. The testimonies
coming from missions today demonstrate the continued effectiveness of this evangelism and renewal tool. From a
pastor in Louisiana: “The church gathered for its evaluation on Sunday night and everyone present could not stop
talking about how it impacted their lives. It was described as awesome, fantastic, spiritually rewarding, motivating,
very moving, and exhilarating. A new small group was formed. A desire for prayer groups and bible study, youth and
children ministries will be addressed.”

From lay people at a church in Virginia: “We were spiritually recharged.” “I can’t think of a better way to have spent
the weekend.” “I loved being able to share, knowing others share the same struggles.” “The weekend opened us up
and brought us closer together. We got to know each other better.” After 50 years, the Lay Witness Mission
continues to prove itself to be effective in local church evangelism, renewal, development of small groups, and
initiation of prayer ministries. It has enabled local churches to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of
the world.

Frank H. Billman is the director of church relations for Aldersgate Renewal Ministries. To schedule a mission at your
church go to www.laywitnessmission.com for more information or to submit a request. Plan on a 6-month lead time

from the time of scheduling to the completion of the mission for proper planning and preparation.

Reprinted with permission of Good News Magazine, www.goodnewsmag.orgq.
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JESUS, OUR SAVIOR (AND LORD), A POST-EASTER REFLECTION
Walter J. Ciesluk

During this Lenten season, lay members of my church were asked to portray different faces of Jesus at a series of mid
week services. My fellow lay members presented profiles of Jesus as Friend, Prophet, Shepherd, and Healer. As we
moved closer and closer to holy week, | was asked to provide some thoughts on what makes Jesus truly
unique...Jesus as our Savior. The following are the words that | conveyed to my congregation at the final midweek
Lenten service prior to Holy Week.

In this day and age, everyone seems to have something to say about Jesus and it is easy for someone to become very
confused about who He is. People of different faiths acknowledge the significance of Jesus...Some regard Jesus as a
great holy man, or an enlightened teacher. Some recognize him as a prophet, a religious genius or a social
revolutionary. However, what sets Christians apart is our belief that Jesus was so much more. In the midst of the
many competing messages about who Jesus is, we must wrestle ourselves with Jesus’ question: “Who do YOU say
that | am?”

So what makes Jesus so special and unique? The Scriptures declare and Christians profess that Jesus is the Messiah,
the Son of the Living God, Lord and Savior. Jesus himself made a lot of statements supporting this view and making it
clear that he knew very well who he was. Although, He didn’t go around saying the words, | am God, everywhere He
went, it is clear from all He taught and claimed, that He was conscience of being a man who possessed the attributes
of God.” These attributes are reflected in much of His teaching which centered on Himself. “I am the way the truth
and the life.” “No man comes to the Father but by me.” “If you deny me before man, | will deny you before my
father.” “l am the bread of life, he that comes to me shall never hunger.” “He that believes in me has everlasting life.”
“He that has seen Me has seen the Father”, “I am the door, by Me if any man enter in he shall be saved.” “I that
speak to you am He, the Messiah.”

But, why can or should | believe what Jesus proclaimed? | am sure that many of us have asked ourselves that
guestion at one time or another. The reason that we Christians can confidently say that Jesus is the Savior of the
World is because the apostles and others witnessed a resurrected Jesus after his crucifixion, and began to proclaim
Him as Lord and Savior to all the nations. The resurrection from the dead of Jesus Christ is the cornerstone of
Christianity. Without the resurrection, we, the church, are just another social club, community charity, non-profit
organization, another system of morality. If Jesus was not raised from the dead, then Christian beliefs don't amount
to much, since Jesus himself said that he would be raised from the dead on the third day. Even St. Paul said, “If Christ
has not been raised, our faith is futile and we are still in our sins....If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are
of all people to be pitied.”

If the resurrection didn’t happen, | have to ask my sinful self: Why should | become a member of and support the
church? Why should | be concerned about trying to live a moral and religious life? Why should | worry about social
justice unless | think | am the subject of injustice? If | don’t really need a savior, why should | be motivated to try to
follow Jesus? | think that a lot of people are probably like me. Without a strong rational basis for faith, they are likely
to not take religion very seriously and at best half heartedly follow Jesus? However, because of the resurrection, we
can trust in the teachings and promises of Christ. We can trust what he says about biblical authority, forgiveness of
sins, requirements for salvation, moral and ethical behavior, and eternal life.

But, some of you might ask, In this day and age can | really believe that the resurrection of Jesus was an historical
event? Being trained in the science and engineering disciplines, | have struggled with this question for years. We
engineers have been trained to model, analyze, measure, and explain the observed physical world. If we can’t
approach some truth claim this way, we tend to dismiss it as untrue or irrelevant. However, in the course of my own
spiritual journey, | have become aware of a large volume of apologetical evidence in support of the resurrection
claims, and this evidence has helped me come to and ultimately solidify my faith. The evidence is well documented
and convincingly explained in many contemporary articles, books, and multimedia. All the evidence can be
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summarized into five main points: First, the New Testament, which withstands the test for eye witness accounts,
contains numerous passages where Jesus himself foretold his death and resurrection, and these events came about
exactly as he had predicted. Second, the resurrection is the only plausible explanation for the heavily guarded empty
grave. Third, after He rose from the dead, Jesus appeared at least ten times to those who had known him and to as
many as 500 people at one time. Fourth, the resurrection is the only reasonable explanation for the miraculous
growth of the Christian church, which was born in the very city where Jesus was publicly killed and buried. And
finally, the transformed lives of the disciples from discouragement and fear to boldness, courage, and a willingness to
die for their faith cannot be explained apart from their conviction that Jesus Christ was truly raised from the dead.
Numerous lawyers, over the years, who have examined these points and the evidential information backing them up
affirm that they would be sufficient to prove the resurrection claim in a court of law.

Given this data, the bottom line for me is this. Can | or anyone prove, in a scientific sense, the truth of the
resurrection of Jesus? No! Can anyone disprove it? No! Is there a lot of mystery and unanswered questions
associated with the resurrection? Yes! Ultimately, one has to make a faith decision. | have decided to trust in the
truth of the resurrection and all its implications. | am confident that this decision is rational and plausible given the
apologetical arguments developed by the Christian church. And finally, it seems logical to me that if there is a God
who created the world, with all it beauty and complexity, then He is certainly capable of other miracles such as the
virgin birth and the resurrection.

In our Lenten study this year, we have spent a lot of time learning and discussing how awful and terrible the
humiliation, torture and crucifixion of Jesus was. As a consequence, | am sure many of us have also struggled with
this question from time to time. Why did Jesus have to suffer and die anyway? The Bible and the church from the
beginning have been teaching us that Jesus had to die to save us from sin and death. All we have to do is read the
papers and watch TV to know that sin and death are real. There is betrayal, denial, abandonment, rage,
acquiescence, and cruelty all around us. It’s not hard to convince each one of us that we will die some day, and that
we are all sinners and fall short of the glory of God. But, why couldn’t God just forgive us and give us eternal life
without Jesus dying on the cross. The only explanation that | can come up which satisfies my theological musings is
that God is holy and righteous and hates sin of all kinds and degrees. He wanted to demonstrate that sin has horrible
consequences, leads to suffering, and ultimately to death. At the same time God is love. He loves his creation, all
humanity, each one of us, as much as he loves his son Jesus. Jesus said, “No one has greater love than this, to lay
down one's life for one's friends”. God allowed his son to suffer and die as atonement for our sins and to free us from
death as a supreme act of sacrificial love. | know that there are other theological attempts to explain the reason and
need for the Jesus’ suffering and death. But, for me it is sufficient to know that | need to be reconciled to God, that
God deemed that the sacrifice of his son was necessary for this to happen, and that by raising Jesus up on the third
day, He demonstrated to the whole world, past, present, and future that Satan, sin, and death had been conquered.

After all this then,_what does the Savior require of me? Here is a question which | have pondered over and over
again. The bible teaches that there is nothing we can do ourselves to earn our salvation. Salvation is a free gift of
God'’s grace which we receive through faith. But, the question is “what is grace and what is faith?” Jesus makes it
clear that not only is he our Savior, he is our Lord. He makes it clear if we are to experience eternal life, we are to
take up the cross and follow Him. We are to keep his commandments by loving God and our neighbors as ourselves.
It appears then that genuine faith leads to action; action that has us regularly communicating with God through
prayer, study of the Scriptures, worship and service to the church; action that has us striving to keep God’s moral
law, to be witnesses for the gospel, and to become more active in advocating and working for social justice. And
when we fail we act by asking God for forgiveness and his help and grace to improve. And as we grow in years, we
need to actively remember that we are never done serving the Lord. To help us in this endeavor, Jesus gave us the
Holy Spirit, and established His church to provide us a community which will support and encourage us as we strive
to make spiritual progress on our individual faith journeys.
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All this leads me to conclude that we are saved, in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, not be cheap grace but by costly
grace. “Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at
which a man must knock. Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow
Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life. It is
costly because it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner. Above all, it is costly because it cost God the
life of his Son.” ... “Above all, it is grace because God did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life, but
delivered him up for us.”

You can see that following Jesus is no easy matter. But, | can attest that the more you seek to know him, the more
you recognize that you need him. The more you struggle to follow him, the more the feeling of peace comes over
you. You even begin to experience joy in your life. For all of this, | am moved to pray “Thanks be to Jesus, our Savior
and Lord!” Amen.

Walter J. Ciesluk is the coordinator of the Evangelical Renewal Fellowship (ERF) communications ministry. He is a
member of Aldersgate United Methodist Church, Chelmsford, MA.

REDISCOVERING YOUR BIBLE
Steve Harper

It happens to all of us sooner or later. Our enthusiasm for Scripture declines. We begin approaching our time of Bible
reading more as a duty than a delight. We come to a familiar passage and feel like skipping over it because “we know
what it says.” If we are ministers, Sunday school teachers, or Bible study leaders, we may experience this in the
feeling that we’re using the Bible as a place to “find” an idea or an outline. All of us come to the time when we need
to recover the joy and meaning of searching the Scriptures.

We can be thankful we have somewhere to turn when we experience times like this. Our predecessors in the faith
have left us a precious legacy called lectio divina. In English it goes by various terms: sacred reading, formative
reading, and devotional reading, to name a few. It is a process of mining Scripture (or any other text, for that matter)
in a way that allows God to speak to you through it. It is a process that has helped untold numbers of Christians to
personalize their reading of Scripture, the devotional classics, etc. It is one way many have used to find the Word of
God again.

The term lectio divina may seem quite new to you, but | expect you have already engaged in a form of it, even
without knowing it. Take your Bible in your hands and open it. If you have ever underlined a passage, or otherwise
marked it, you have experienced a type of sacred reading. There have been times in the past when a portion of a
passage has really “spoken” to you. That is a kind of lectio divina. It is what my colleague, Dr. Robert Mulholland,
professor of New Testament at Asbury Theological Seminary, calls being “shaped by the Word.” It is something that
can happen to all of us, and it is something each of us can enrich and improve.

In this brief article, | want to do two things. First, | want to give you an overview of the sacred reading process so you
can begin using it. Second, | want to conclude with some of the benefits I've personally received as a result of
practicing lectio divina in my own reading of the Bible.

In describing the process, let’s keep the goal clearly in mind. The purpose of lectio divina is to enable us to encounter
the Word of God through the reading of God’s Word. It is our goal to attune ourselves, so that as we read we may
hear and respond to the particular message God has for us in this moment. We want to come away from our times of
Bible reading able to say, “l have met the living God.” To be sure, no methodology is foolproof; nothing works every
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time. But | do believe that formative reading is a practice that will enable this contact with God to be your experience
much of the time. So, with that goal clearly in mind, what are the steps of the process?

Prayer. We begin with prayer. The ancients called this the Prayer for lllumination. Today, we might pray it like this:
“Lord, | am grateful for this opportunity to read and reflect on your Holy Word. | ask you to prepare my mind and my
heart so that | can hear what you want to say to me. Come, Holy Spirit, and inspire my reading, even as you originally
inspired the writer. | ask it in Jesus’ name, amen.”

Such praying is an opening to God. It is our recognition that we are not “in control” of the text. Rather, we want it to
“control” us. We are not trying to

master anything; we are seeking to be mastered by God’s Word. We have become accustomed to reading for
information, to pass a test, or acquire additional knowledge. In lectio divina, we are reading in order to meet the
living God. Information and knowledge may or may not be involved; encounter is the key. The act of reading may fill
our minds or warm our hearts (or both). We do not care; we only pray, “Come, Lord Jesus!” Prayer is the first action
in lectio divina. Indeed, it is the action that saturates the whole process.

Reading. The second step is reading. We enter the text itself, absorbing it in the hope of discovering what God has to
say to us. For one thing, we read slowly; lectio divina has no set amount in mind. We are seeking to be deep, not
broad. We are going for quality, not quantity. We may read three chapters or three lines. It doesn’t matter. What
matters is that we read slowly enough to sense when and where we need to stop, look, and listen. And whenever we
sense that halt, we pause and dig in right there. It may be a word that captures our attention. It may be an idea that
speaks to something going on in our lives. It may be a promise we need to claim or an instruction we need to follow.
Whatever it is, we stop where we are, accept it as God’s message for us, and allow it to penetrate our lives.

Our slower reading is accompanied by a systematic approach. To be sure, we can skip around and still use the sacred
reading process. But ideally, we read systematically and sequentially. We do this because we believe the Holy Spirit
inspired the original author to write with a certain progression. We believe we shall encounter God more
authentically in the text if we follow the same progression of inspiration. So, the second step is reading, slowly and
systematically, in order to hear and respond to God.

Meditation. The third step is meditation. That word has unfortunately taken on negative connotations in our day. But
it merely means that we “walk around” the idea that has seized us in our reading. Hugh of St. Victor described
meditation as “piercing the core of a particular truth.” In the reading step, we have latched onto a particular truth. In
the meditation step, we seek to pierce that truth and be shaped by it.

Here is where we can bring any and all skills we have to the passage. If we know Greek or Hebrew, we can do full-
fledged exegesis. If we have learned inductive study skills, we can apply that methodology to our “particular truth.” If
we have a chain-reference system, we can trace the idea through the Bible. We can use our concordances,
commentaries, maps, cross references, etc. We can use anything and everything that enables us to derive more
meaning and inspiration from the passage on which we are focusing. Meditation is the step in which we probe,
explore, research, compare and contrast, illustrate, and otherwise walk around the text, seeing and hearing as much
as we can.

Contemplation. The fourth step is contemplation. This is the step in which we personalize and own the text. In the
phase of meditation, for example, we may have found out what six Bible scholars think about the passage. In
contemplation, we now determine what we think about it. We appreciate what we have learned in the meditation
stage; now, in contemplation we integrate all the “words” into that personal “word” for ourselves. To illustrate, in
contemplation we come to the place where we receive John 3:16 as “ours,” as it was John’s when he first wrote it
down. Needless to say, contemplation is a holy moment and a precious privilege.
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Application. The fifth and final step is application. What else could it be? We have prayed for God to speak. We have
read in a way that enabled us to select a meaningful portion of Scripture to focus upon. We have meditated by using
every means at our disposal to ruminate on that portion. And we have prayerfully and sincerely sought to make that
text our own, to integrate its message and inspiration into our lives.

Now, in application, we seek to allow the power of that Holy Word to flow through us for the sake of others. We end
our sacred reading realizing that “to whom much is given, much is required.” In the first steps, God has blessed us. In
application, God is challenging us to become a blessing to others. That blessing may flow out in our words, in our
deeds or in both. But in the step of application we are now praying, “Where, when, and how would you want me to
live out your Word, O God?”

Do you see what we’ve done? A little while ago, we approached the Holy Bible with no idea of what God might want
to say to us. Through the process of lectio divina, we not only have received a word from the Lord, we also have
received our marching orders for putting it into practice. The Bible comes alive as the written Word of God becomes
the living Word within us and through us.

| do not mean to suggest that this always happens. There are days when even sacred reading seems dull and
uninspiring. But | have come to see that this approach to the Bible (and other literature as well) is a precious means
of receiving and responding to God. Lectio divina is one way of actualizing the prayer, “Speak, Lord, your servant is
listening.” It has been a way for many to find the Word of God again when it has become somewhat dull and routine.

At the beginning of the article, | promised to share some of the blessings I've received by using this process. As | have
moved along, I’'m sure you’ve picked up some of them in the way I've described the method itself. Sacred reading has
made prayer and study all one fabric. It has freed me from the obsession to read a certain amount whether | get
anything out of it or not. It has given me a deepening appreciation for the way each book of the Bible unfolds and
progresses.

It has enabled me to utilize many other tools in gleaning truth from the Scripture. And it has challenged me to
validate the intention of Bible reading in the first place; that is, to live the message.

In addition to these important things, | would add some others. Sacred reading has increased my sense of intimacy
with God. It has enabled me to see that | do not have to wait until some expert tells me what the Bible says. It has
given me a sense of anticipation for sharing what | am learning with others, both as a check and balance and also as
the basis for fruitful discussion. Lectio divina has enriched my sense of communion with the saints, in that | realize |
am using a method which Christians have used for centuries.

Ever find yourself going through a time when you need a boost in your use of the Bible? Try lectio divina. Plug into
the process of sacred reading. | predict you'll be pleasantly surprised at what you discover. | predict you’ll be grateful
that God indeed speaks when we use this method to listen. God bless you in the quest!

Steve Harper is Professor of Spiritual Formation and Wesley Studies at the Florida-Dunnam campus of Asbury
Theological Seminary in Orlando. He was the founding director of The Pathways Initiative, a ministry of The Upper
Room to spiritual leaders. He has authored 12 books and co-authored six others. His latest book is Talking in the Dark:
Praying When Life Doesn’t Make Sense. This article originally appeared in the Asbury Herald and is reprinted by
permission.

Reprinted with permission of Good News Magazine, www.goodnewsmag.orgq.
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