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For my sisters in community
with whom I live the Word each day.

And for all the women
who were ever a part of
St. Scholastica Monastery,
Fort Smith, Arkansas.

May we meet in God’s circle of love
cherished, forgiven, and healed.
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For when all things
were in quiet silence
and the night
was in the midst of her course
your almighty Word
leapt down from heaven
from your royal throne.

Wisdom 18:14–5, Douay
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Introduction

A Word of power leapt from the heavens. It was the same Word that was in the beginning with God. This Word became God’s enfleshed presence on the earth. It will be your guide during this retreat.

There is a renewed interest in retreats today. Perhaps it is because many of us lead such busy lives. There is an intense desire in people’s hearts to connect with the spiritual self. We are looking for ways to nourish the soul.

Sometimes all that we yearn for—beauty, courage, love, hope, faith—lies hidden. God seems to be absent from our lives. We are unable to truly see the people with whom we live. The goodness and worth of our own lives elude us. At times like this we may feel called to take a step back and look at the mystery of life anew. That’s what the word retreat means—to go back.

Can you recall a time when you came upon something of exquisite beauty? It may have been the silhouette of a tree in the sunset, the artistic design of a spider web in the morning sunlight, or a mother duck with her ducklings. Quite naturally you found yourself stepping back a little so that you could have a better look. You were too close to the object of beauty. Your step backward enabled you to see it all from another perspective, and so to see it more truly. Sometimes we miss things because we are standing too close to them.

A retreat is a time to step back and take a new look at our lives. It is not so much a time to learn new things as to remember and feel again some of the things we have forgotten. It is a time to be lovingly attentive to the needs of the soul.

What simple truths and values in our lives have been lost because of the busyness of our days? Has our intimacy with God and others suffered because we have too readily embraced the distractions and noise surrounding us? Has the simplicity of earlier days been crowded out by our drive to possess or control? What sacred stories from the past are buried in our souls? What are we missing? What are we forgetting? What needs to be remembered and cherished? What needs to be forgiven? What needs to be healed? What are the treasures hidden in our fields? What is waiting to be discovered?

There is an old story circling ‘ round that goes like this: Every time a child is born, an angel takes it under its wing and whispers divine secrets to it. The angel hints of its divine origin and fills its soul with mysteries from heaven. As the child grows, the angel’s message remains buried in the depths of its being, evoking an infinite yearning in its soul. And so the child moves through life with a haunting memory of some hallowed truth once known but now forgotten.

The poet William Wordsworth speaks this same truth using different words:


Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
 Hath had elsewhere its setting,
  And cometh from afar:
 Not in entire forgetfulness,
 And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
 From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!1



You are the child of this story and of this poem. A retreat is a time to remember those sacred truths buried in your soul. Do not try to force the remembering. Rather, quieten your soul that God may teach you this ancient wisdom. There are some things we can learn only in silence.

The human heart longs for the divine! Now is the time to recognize this longing for what it is—an invitation to spiritual growth. More and more people are beginning to pay attention to this invitation and are searching out spiritual centers for retreats.

Frequently retreatants will say at the end of a retreat I’m leading, “Oh, this has been so nourishing—and now, back to real life!” This is said in a tone that suggests real life isn’t very nourishing. By real life, of course, they are talking about life with all its daily struggles. Pondering this dreaded dailiness, I am reminded of something a retreat guide once said to me, “What you do daily, you do dully, unless you do it deeply, which you seldom do!”

This book will support your longing to do the daily things deeply. It is a book for spiritual maintenance—to help you integrate the fruits of your retreat into daily life.

To further illustrate the purpose of this book I want to share with you a memory. Long ago when I was learning to type, I used to delight in typing letters to my friends without pressing the space bar. Now when you don’t press the space bar, you’ve got a real mess, and there is much decoding to be done. It is the spaces in between that enable us to understand the message.

Life is very much the same. It is the spaces in between that help us understand life. But, you see, some of us keep forgetting to press the space bar. And why do we forget? Well, many of us have the disease that some doctors are calling hurry sickness.2 I am offering you a way of recovering from your hurry sickness. Here is a way to press the space bar. There may be times when you will have the luxury of pressing the space bar for a whole week, but many people are not able to make an extended retreat. That is the reason for this book: with it as a guide, you can make a retreat in your home.

The Song of the Seed is an at-home retreat. The seed is the Word of God, and the song is your daily life centered around this Word. The parable of the sower and the seed from Luke’s Gospel is the text for your retreat. The Sower (God) believes in the land of your heart and wants to be intimately involved in the daily, dusty ordinariness of your life.

The Word who came bounding from that royal throne in the heavens wants to be immersed in your life (Wisdom 18:14).

The Word who became flesh wants to dwell within you and live all around you (John 1:14).

That Word of God who is alive and active, piercing and discerning, wants you to come out of hiding and bear the pain and joy of being known (Hebrews 4:12).

The Word of God by whom the heavens were made wants to continue the work of creation in you (Psalm 19:2).

The seed that is the Word of God wants to be sown in the land of your heart (Luke 8:11).

Because the Word of God is to be your guide during this retreat, you will be given a Scripture passage to pray with each day. I invite you to approach each text as a songline that has the power to lead you back to the original wisdom the angel whispered in your ear.

Songlines are part of the sacred belief of the Australian aborigines. These people believe that the wisdom and knowledge of their ancestors are like invisible footprints, sacred tracks through their land, which they call songlines. By finding the right songline, they can connect with their ancestors.

In the beginning, the Great Ancestors sang the world into existence. Thus, these people believe that part of their task in life is to help keep the world created. All of their songs, their works of art, their tending of creation is their way of making real what is already present. Their lifework is to continue singing up the country.3

During this retreat seeds will be sown in the land of your heart. These seeds, wisdom from the Scriptures, are like footprints linking you to the One who is continually singing you into new life. The Word of God bounding from the heavens to the earth leaves an invisible trail that is part of your salvation history. It is your personal songline—your connection to the Divine Sower.

Just as there are seeds in the soil, so too there are secrets in the soil. The right seed touching the right secret can produce an abundance of new life. Your task during this retreat, then, is to tend the soil of your soul that it may be a place where the seed can bear fruit.

To help you make a connection between the land of your heart and the land of the earth, I will use symbols of the earth for your daily prayer exercises: the sower and the seed, the sowing, the fallow season, reaping, and gleaning.

At times life can seem like a vast, barren wilderness with no order, nothing but land unexplored. Land uncultivated! No country at all! In Willa Cather’s lovely pioneer novel, My Antonia, Jim, the narrator of the story, reminisces about the day he came to the barren land of Nebraska as a little boy.


I slipped from under the buffalo hide, got up on my knees and peered over the side of the wagon. There seemed to be nothing to see; no fences, no creeks or trees, no hills or fields … there was nothing but land; not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made.4



During this retreat, try to look at the barren spaces of your life as the original emptiness out of which creation takes place. Are you willing to give the Sower a chance to sing up the country of your heart? And after the songs have been sung in the land of your heart, will you continue the song and so continue to make real the creation of your life?

The first two chapters, “The Groundwork,” will prepare you for your retreat. Chapter 1, “The Song of the Seed,” is my personal reflection on Luke’s Gospel of the sower and the seed. Chapter 2, “Romancing the Word,” suggests a process for praying with the Word of God each day. I hope these chapters will motivate you, preparing your soil for the seed to be sown.

Your retreat is divided into three ten-day sessions entitled “Bending,” “Mending,” and “Tending.” You may need longer than ten days, because this is an at-home retreat. Set your own pace.

Forming a Retreat Group

Although this retreat has been designed as an individual journey for you, a daily experience to pray through alone, you may find it helpful to include others. When you decide to use The Song of the Seed for your personal prayer, invite some friends or members of your church to discuss with you ways to use this book—alone and together.

My suggestion is that you form a retreat group of six to ten people. Each of you read through the introduction and the first two chapters alone. When you are ready to begin the retreat exercises, have an opening meeting to decide upon a block of time that will fit your respective schedules. For example, you may decide to use two or three weeks for your first ten-day session. Move through the retreat exercises at a comfortable pace, in your own home and alone. Some in the group may need two days for each exercise; others may prefer just one day. Your daily schedules will determine the pace.

I have prepared a group experience for you to use at the end of each ten-day session. When all members of your group have finished the first retreat, choose a day to come together for praying and sharing the fruits of your experience. You may want to choose an evening block of time in someone’s home, or you may wish to meet at a church or a retreat center for a longer period. These meetings can be times of prayerful bonding and group commitment as well as times for setting dates for future sessions.

If your group is meeting in the evening, you may want to use several evenings as opposed to just one, so as not to cut short or omit the faith sharing and contemplative sitting. Keep in mind that in planning the group session I considered the probability that some groups will want to use a whole day for their gathering. With spaces in between for silent reflection, this would be possible. Thus, I have provided a goodly amount of material.

Suggestions for Group Prayer and Sharing

The first thing you need is someone to take the lead in preparing for your group experience. The leader may be the one who initially took the responsibility to form the retreat group. Or, this person may wish to ask for a volunteer to lead or co-lead one of the three group sessions.

Each prayer session will require some researching and gathering of materials. There will be music to be purchased or borrowed. Some instructions may have to be given to the group ahead of time. All of this suggests that someone must plan and facilitate the group’s time together. Choosing a leader is your first task. Or, perhaps volunteering to be the leader is your first task.

I encourage the leader to use his or her own options in planning this prayer. Always feel free to substitute music, songs, symbols, and rituals that you are familiar with if the ones I have suggested pose a problem for you. The prayer experience I have planned is yours to use in whatever way seems best for your group. You may wish to delete or revise some of my suggestions.

The leader should meet with one of the participants to review the prayer service before each group gathering. This is the time to consider any details that need your attention before your group meeting. Readers will need to be chosen. As the leader, you may wish to delegate someone to facilitate the faith sharing or the period of contemplative sitting. All decisions should be made before the group meeting so that your gathering can be a time of prayerful leisure.

Guidelines for Contemplative Sitting

During this ten-day retreat, you will be given some directives for individual periods of contemplative sitting. Thus, when you come to your group session the practice of communal contemplative sitting may be new to you. It is a healing way of emptying your mind and just being in God together.

An excellent way to ease the group into this contemplative way of being together is by means of meditative music. Begin with soft instrumental music. Gradually turn the volume down until it is no longer audible. When you wish to bring the group back to attention, slowly turn the volume up again.

Guidelines for Faith Sharing

For each session of group prayer, I suggest some space for faith sharing. In this simple way of telling one another how you are encountering God in the Scriptures and in your life, the ideal is to listen reverently without commenting on one another’s sharing. This way of listening guards against the temptation of trying to “fix” one another or give advice. In other words, this is not so much a discussion as a prayerful way of being together. It is a breaking of your stories and insights, your sorrows and joys, with one another. A loving attentiveness is the finest gift you have to offer the one who is sharing. And the very best advice I have to give you is a Native American saying: Listen, or your tongue will keep you deaf!

I encourage you to be creative in your planning. Take risks. Listen to one another. Give the Divine Sower lots of freedom to sing up the country of your heart.
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