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Preface

Seen from the angle on an Anglican parish priest, this is a call to return to the base values of vocation; which is to pray and intercede for others as we listen to God through careful reading of scripture. The ancient monastic craft of Lectio Divina is seen as a window through which God can be heard and understood and in which there should be a context for ministry. This book examines how Monastic spirituality is seen as a basis for parish ministry as well, using as it does the gifts of God in ministry and through an intellectual approach to study. Making time to pray in silence is seen as a major element in this, there being a need to deliberately and regularly set aside part of the day. Just as listening to one another is important; so listening to God has to be an important part of one’s life and ministry. The rise in the monastic movement, peaking in the Middle Ages, has interested Christians today, who are re-visiting the life of community alongside or separate from the mainstream Churches. This book asserts that a regular life pattern is necessary in those circumstances, as it is in parish ministry. Being an Oblate of a religious house can strengthen the spiritual life of both oblate and monks or nuns alike. Mutual prayer, support and spiritual guidance are available from this extended family. Seeking wisdom brings us to God, who is Wisdom and who is Love. Wisdom in oneself is acquired through the Holy Spirit working in us through the word of God and also through seeing God in other people. This is written in the hope that those who have moved from this disciplined approach to parish ministry may find that it will be enhanced if they follow this method and that they will be changed and their ministry will be transformed and invigorated.
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Introduction

I am a priest in the Church of England, serving a large urban outer estate parish in Hampshire. I was ordained in 1990 and have come to value silence as a tool for re-energising my ministry. During specific periods of silence, which I aim to have on a twice-daily basis, I contemplate my ministry and pastoral contact with people. Often being asked to ‘Say one for me, Father’, I pray regularly for people and their situations and seek, in humility, guidance from God as to how I can deal with them. Amongst the busy and hectic activity of the day, I find it essential to take discrete ‘time out’ to be with God and to find my level of communication with God.

The prophet Zechariah [2:13] commands us to ‘Be Silent, all people, before the Lord; for he has roused himself from his holy dwelling.’ The discipline I follow is to have a half-hour period of silence in church before joining with others in the saying of the Daily Offices of Morning and Evening Prayer. Those Offices have times of general intercessory prayer, but in many situations I cannot bring the needs (many of them told to me in confidence) to public hearing. I may use a short passage of Scripture or a verse from the Psalms to meditate upon in total silence.

During silence, I often feel that God gives me a strengthening word of encouragement or advice, which I can then use to help others. I prefer total silence, without any sound (including music) for my contemplation. I want to explore why such silence which we might want to call ‘attentive, prayerful silence’, is important in the Christian tradition and usage; and what it is that we speak of when we talk about this silence. I know that silence is vital for me, but silences have been used down the generations of all religious followers in connection to prayer.

I will look at the Anglican tradition as well as the Roman Catholic and Quaker traditions. Each can teach the other through a selection of best practice. Prayer and contemplation in a mental, inner way, is for me a purposeful silence, a means to an end, with an intention: to listen to God. One can work in silence, read in silence, pray in silence and live in silence. For me, it is closely connected to a practice of spiritual reading known as Lectio Divina.

Lectio Divina is a craft based on ‘hearing’ God’s word first, either through private reading or public reading during the liturgy of the mass or at the Offices; the individual then uses time throughout the day to return to a chosen text and hear what God is saying. So, I will also consider how such reading is treated by various philosophers and religious. I will also examine various writings on the skill of listening, which I see as a vital part of the previous two categories of spiritual silence and reading. All these things can be categorised as ‘Spiritual Exercises.’ I will begin with a discussion of various opinions and writings that tell us about the skill of Lectio Divina. I will also look at the way in which silence in the Christian tradition intersects with reading and listening in prayer.

I also wish to reinforce the view that our spirituality is not just about the trappings and functions of the office we hold, in particular that of a priest. Who we are is just one part; but our relationship with God, our fellow humans and the created world, is also an important part of our identity. I will examine what is the requirement of the office of priest in terms of public prayer and intercession, but will do so to emphasise the contention that the life of the Christian priest and layperson is one of relationship with Christ and the world.

I have carried out an extensive exegesis of various writings on methods of prayer, including the Benedictine disciplines, which include Lectio Divina. Although the use of Lectio Divina is important to me, I need to record some experiences of others, so I have had a series of brief conversations with members of a community of Benedictine monks, Alton Abbey in Hampshire. I myself am an Oblate or ‘Associate’ of that house and I have asked other Oblates of that community for their thoughts.

Much of what I have found in my own practice and those of other Oblates (of Alton Abbey) resonates with the writings of the French philosopher Pierre Hadot (a former priest, turned academic). I have been fascinated and gripped by his return to the disciplines of the Platonist and Neo-Platonists’ Schools of thought, which offer us new insight into the silences perpetuated by two Medieval theologians, Bernard of Clairvaux and Hugh of St Victor, who I shall examine in the course of this book. In each case and also where I examine other writers, my focus is on the method and use of Lectio Divina, in past centuries by theological academics as well as those in ministry today. In each case the common thread that holds this thesis together is the value placed on silence and what is intended by this notion.

My thesis is that the parish priest’s ministry can only be enhanced by following this method of prayer; and that her/his life will show signs of much change, following the expectation that Scripture will ‘convert’ us; in other words, bring about change and show difference. I spend some time on ‘inner conversion’ and ‘conversion of life’ generally.

All schools of religious thought concur on the need for the inner conversion of the individual through their life of reading and prayer. The whole Church can be transformed through further use of silence and contemplation. It is my contention that the whole company of heaven intercedes for us when we are praying as Christians, either individually, or as a group of people; congregation or religious community. Indeed, the writer
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