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Jesus says:
“Are you tired?  Worn out? 
Burned out on religion? Come to 
me.  Get away with me and you’ll 
recover your life. I’ll show you 
how to take a real rest. Walk with 
me and work with me – watch 
how I do it. Learn the unforced 
rhythms of grace. I won’t lay 
anything heavy or ill-fitting on 
you. Keep company with me and 
you’ll learn to live freely and 
lightly.”

Matthew 11:28-30  
(The Message)

Background
Jesus’ invitation as paraphrased 
here by Eugene Peterson expresses 
just what we’re doing in the 
Diocese of Winchester this Lent.  
The course we’ve prepared works 
at several levels; this section 
is for individuals who’d like to 
engage with the Benedictine 
tradition which has shaped this 
Diocese, with a view to creating 
a personal Rule of Life.  Such a 
Rule is not an end in itself, but a 
flexible framework to support our 
vocation – so no two Rules will 
look the same.

IntRoDUCtIon
Before Lent begins

Our personal Rules of Life will be 
shaped by our individual vocations, 
which will be shaped by our 
vision: Living the Mission of Jesus.  
Discovering our vocation means 
exploring what it means for each 
of us to become ‘Jesus-shaped’ in 
every part of our lives.

There is no prescribed structure or 
content for an individual Rule of 
Life, but they are likely to include 
a relationship dimension and a 
time dimension – a rhythm.  As 
the purpose of a Rule is to support 
a Christian in their particular 
vocation, that would be the test 
of its effectiveness.  And as a 
person grows in their vocation, 
so they would revise their Rule 
accordingly; it is meant to evolve 
in order to remain effective.  Some 
may already have a Rule, in which 
case this course provides an 
opportunity to review it.

The course for individuals
There’s material here for each of 
the six weeks of Lent.  Ideally you 
will be able to give it at least half 
an hour a week, but as always, the 
more you put in, the more you get 
out – and prayer and reflection are 
a really worthwhile investment.  

Each week follows this format:

 The Sunday in Lent and its date
It doesn’t matter when you come 
to the material – you might visit it 
several times during the week.

A.  The Benedictine principle we’re 
exploring this week:

This section offers an introduction 
to one of the four principles, 
illustrated with material from 
the Rule of St Benedict itself, and 
two books by Esther de Waal: 
‘Seeking God’ and ‘Living with 
Contradiction’.

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week:

We use the gospel readings from 
the Common Worship Lectionary 
for the first two weeks and for 
Palm Sunday; for the other three 
weeks we’ve chosen passages from 
Philippians.  The translation used 
is the NRSV Anglicised, though of 
course you can use any version you 
like – and you may wish to consult 
commentaries or a study Bible.

You will probably find that there is 
too much material… ask the Holy 
Spirit to help you pick and choose 
appropriately!  If you already have 
regular times of prayer and Bible 
reading, you may want to change 
your routine slightly to allow more 
time for this Lent course.

C.  Working towards a personal 
Rule of Life:

Here we explore issues of vocation 
in order to design a useful Rule.  
The process develops week by 
week, with the encouragement 
to experiment with specific 
commitments and to learn from 
the experience: ‘reflective practice’ 
is a fundamental principle.

D. Developing spiritual practices:
Finally there is the opportunity to 
try a range of spiritual practices, 
loosely linked to the Benedictine 
theme of the week.

Advance preparation
There are several things you may 
find useful before Lent begins:

Collect some equipment: in 
particular a notebook or journal, 
and/or A4 folder (and a hole-
puncher), and any creative 
materials you might use in 
response to God’s Word.  You 
may also like to experiment with 
various aids to prayer – perhaps a 
cross, a candle, a picture, an icon, 
some music CDs.

Consider some other reading: the 
obvious books would be ‘Seeking 
God’ (144 pages) or ‘Living with 
Contradiction’ (157 small pages) 
by Esther de Waal, both quoted 
in this course, or ‘The Rule of 
Benedict: A Spirituality for the 
21st Century’ (305 pages) by Joan 
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Chittister, or ‘Living Well’ by Alan 
Hargrave (136 pages).  They’re 
all in print, and easily available.  
The Rule of St Benedict itself is 
definitely worth reading, especially 
in modern English – look out for 
Timothy Fry’s translation, ‘RB 
1980’.

Practise Lectio Divina: this 
classically Benedictine approach 
to reading Scripture is summarised 
here; you might like to try it on the 
passage from Matthew’s Gospel 
quoted at the beginning of this 
section.

The idea is to read the text very 
slowly, engaging deeply with God 
through his Word in five stages:

Relax and be still, so that you are 
ready to receive.

Read the passage slowly several 
times, silently or aloud, until a 
word or a phrase catches your 
attention.  What is it?

Reflect on the word or phrase in 
silence, absorbing it and unpacking 
its meaning.  What is God saying 
to you?

Respond to the God who has 
spoken to you, silently or aloud.  
What would you like to say to him?

Rest in God, the One who knows 
you and loves you.  Enjoy his 
presence and receive his peace…

David Foster’s ‘Reading with God’ 
offers a good introduction to this 
kind of prayer.

A.  The Benedictine principle 
we’re exploring this week: 
Contemplative Action

If you have a copy of the Rule of 
St Benedict, have a look at the 
Prologue and Chapter 4 this week.

If St. Benedict had a mission 
statement, it would probably be 
‘Ora et labora’ – ‘pray and work’.  
He didn’t mean that prayer and 
work should be separated, but 
that each should underpin the 
other; he might say that prayer 
is the highest form of work (he 
calls prayer ‘opus Dei’, ‘the work 
of God’), and that all work can be 
motivated by love for Christ.

We’ve decided to use the 
phrase ‘Contemplative Action’ 
to characterise a Benedictine 
spirituality for today: it’s all about 
the integration of contemplation 
and action, as we learn to Live the 
Mission of Jesus in this Diocese.  
We don’t want to create an 
artificial separation between the 
two, but to consider them as two 
sides of the same coin.

In exploring this paradox, Esther 
de Waal uses Thomas Merton’s 
idea of the spring and the stream 
to illustrate ‘the equilibrium of 
contemplation and action’:

the week of the First sunday in Lent:
February 22nd 2015

  ‘Unless the waters of the spring 
are living and flow outward, 
the spring becomes only a 
stagnant pool.  If the stream 
loses contact with the spring 
which is its course, it dries up.  
Contemplation is the spring 
of living water; action is the 
stream that flows out from it 
to others.  But the water is of 
course the same in both.  This 
is equally true for us.  If action 
is out of touch with an interior 
source in prayer, it eventually 
becomes arid and barren, and 
we find ourselves the victims of 
busyness, frenetic over-activity.  
But conversely, if our prayer 
becomes cut out from action it 
is cut off from life.’ (Living with 
Contradiction p.106)

Although our prayer and 
contemplation is partly about 
standing back from our activities, 
both individually and collectively, 
it is always in the context of daily 
life – and of the Kingdom of God.  
We begin to contemplate in action, 
and to act out of contemplation 
– what we might call ‘practising 
prayer’.

This may sound similar to the idea 
of ‘reflective practice’, popular 
in many professions, and the 
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‘reflective cycle’ of experiential 
learning: at its simplest, this means 
reflecting on our experience in 
order to learn from it, and then 
applying our learning to new 
experiences… and so on.  It’s a 
way of connecting principles and 
practice so that we go on learning 
and developing – which is exactly 
what this Lent course is all about.

We shall be exploring the 
Benedictine idea of Contemplative 
Action over two weeks: this week 
we focus on Contemplation – 
which corresponds to the reflective 
aspect of the learning cycle. Next 
week we focus on Action.

There are two big questions to 
address this week as we begin our 
journey: ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What 
is my vocation?’  We contemplate 
these issues – identity and calling – 
as we journey with Christ this Lent.

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week:  
Mark 1:9-15

The Baptism of Jesus
9 In those days Jesus came from 
Nazareth of Galilee and was 
baptized by John in the Jordan. 
10 And just as he was coming 
up out of the water, he saw the 
heavens torn apart and the Spirit 
descending like a dove on him. 11 
And a voice came from heaven, 
‘You are my Son, the Beloved; 

with you I am well pleased.’

If Jesus had been asking ‘Who 
am I?’, this experience must have 
given him a very clear answer.

  Might these words from heaven 
also apply to each one of us, as 
God’s children?  Are we willing 
to say ‘Yes!’ to our new identity 
in Christ?  What might be 
holding us back?

The Temptation of Jesus
12 And the Spirit immediately 
drove him out into the wilderness. 
13 He was in the wilderness for 
forty days, tempted by Satan; and 
he was with the wild beasts; and 
the angels waited on him.

If our idea of Contemplation is 
something ethereal, all sweetness 
and light, then Jesus’ experience 
certainly contradicts this.  His time 
in the wilderness may have been a 
time of solitude in terms of human 
company, but he wasn’t alone.  
And with all those wild beasts, it’s 
hard to imagine it as a place of 
uninterrupted silence or stillness!  
Nevertheless he finds himself at a 
distance from everyday life, with 
both his identity and his vocation 
under scrutiny.

In Lent we too are invited to 
distance ourselves from our 
everyday lives, to stand back a bit 
in order to take in the big picture 
of our lives and our context.

  How might we do this?  It might 
not involve physical distance, 
but it will take time – time 
to ask ourselves some key 
questions, like ‘Who am I?’, 
‘Where have I come from?’ and 
‘Where am I going?’  Jotting 
down whatever answers come 
to mind can generate lots of 
material for reflection and 
prayer.

With the invitation to stand back 
comes the invitation to let go – to 
detach ourselves from some of 
the trivia of our lives in order to 
discover the truly valuable, to 
allow the important to emerge 
from the urgent.

  If we knew we only had a few 
months to live, what ‘trivia’ 
might we abandon?  What 
might we decide not to give 
time to this Lent?  And are 
there particular tasks, projects 
or decisions on our ‘To Do’ list 
which we could deliberately put 
aside until after Easter?

The Beginning of the Galilean 
Ministry
14 Now after John was arrested, 
Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming 
the good news of God, 15 and 
saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and 
the kingdom of God has come 
near; repent, and believe in the 
good news.’

Jesus emerges from the wilderness 
with a very clear sense of his 
vocation.  If we believe that we are 
called to share his mission – to Live 
the Mission of Jesus – we need 
to work out what this means for 
us as individuals.  It will involve 
understanding Jesus’ mission and 
the message he came to proclaim: 
‘the good news of God’.

  What is this ‘good news’?  
Those ordained in June 2014 
were invited to summarise the 
good news in 140 characters – 
the longest message which can 
be sent on the social networking 
service Twitter (a ‘tweet’).  They 
didn’t find it easy… how about 
us?  To put the question in 
context, as we think about the 
people we live and work and 
socialise with, what is the good 
news from God which they need 
to hear and believe?

Jesus is also very clear that now 
is the time to proclaim this good 
news.  (The Greek word used 
here is ‘kairos’, which refers not 
to the chronological time we can 
measure, but to the time which 
is a unique opportunity.)  As he 
speaks out the good news and 
lives it out in his context (there 
and then), so we need to work out 
how to express it in our context 
(here and now).
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  Perhaps we can overemphasise 
the differences between Jesus’ 
context and ours.  What does 
our ‘mission field’ have in 
common with his?  Which 
aspects of human society and 
the human condition remain 
constant?

  In terms of our own life journey, 
it’s worth asking the question, 
‘What time is it in my life?’ – 
morning, afternoon, evening?  
And, in the ‘kairos’ sense, What 
is it time for?’  Stephen Cherry’s 
work on ‘time wisdom’ may 
be helpful as we readjust our 
priorities… (His book is ‘Beyond 
Busyness’; the website is http://
notbusy.co.uk)

C. Rule of Life:  
What is my vocation?

  This week we have been 
contemplating our identity 
and our calling, as we explore 
what Living the Mission of 
Jesus might mean for each 
of us.  Before tackling next 
week’s material, with its 
emphasis on Action rather than 
Contemplation, it would be 
useful to write down some key 
words or thoughts under the 
heading of ‘My vocation’.

The purpose of following a 
personal Rule of Life is to help us 
to fulfil our vocation, to live out 
our calling: it is not an end in itself.  
So we need to be clear about our 
calling before we can design a Rule 
of Life to support us in it.

Then, over the coming weeks, 
we will gradually work out what 
our made-to-measure Rule might 
include, and how we can structure 
it.  The whole process is a model 
of Contemplative Action, of 
reflective practice: we’ve begun 
with prayerful reflection on our 
vocation; next week we shall 
begin to explore what helps us to 
practise our vocation.  It’s very 
much a work in progress, with lots 
of room for trial and error…

  For now, like Jesus in the 
wilderness, let’s stay open to 
God, asking him to deepen our 
experience of his love, and our 
sense of his calling…

D.  Developing spiritual practices: 
Ignatian Meditation

Ignatian (or imaginative) 
meditation can be a very powerful 
way to engage with Scripture – and 
to encounter the living Lord. Try 
it with this week’s passage, Mark 
1:9-15, or another story about 
Jesus.

-  Read the story slowly and 
carefully.

-  Close your eyes, and let the story 
unfold in your imagination.

-  As it unfolds, imagine that you 
are there.  Use all your senses.  
What can you see, hear, feel, 
smell, taste, touch?  How are 
people dressed?  What’s the 
emotional atmosphere?  Where 
are you in relation to the key 
characters?

-  Let the story continue in your 
mind.  As things are said, how 
do you react?  How do people 
around you react?  As action 
takes place, how do you respond 
to it?  All the time keep asking 
yourself how you feel.  Let the 
story’s action draw you in so that 
you get caught up within it.

-  Gradually let the story reach its 
conclusion.

-  Then let yourself simply be still 
with God.  Enjoy the moment 
and the space.  Turn what you’ve 
experienced into prayerful 
conversation with God.

-  If you’d like to, you could write 
some notes about your encounter 
in your journal/notebook, or 
you might feel inspired to draw 
or paint something from your 
visualisation.

Margaret Silf’s ‘Landmarks’ 
provides rich material on Ignatian 
prayer and spirituality.

Time alone may need planning – 
perhaps a Quiet Day somewhere, 
or some carefully guarded solitude 
at home.  Might you be able to 
make a series of ‘appointments 
with God’ for the rest of Lent, and 
put them in your diary/calendar?  
You may also be able to make 
better use of the time alone you 
already have, while travelling 
to work or walking the dog, for 
example.

‘Thin places’ is the (Celtic) phrase 
used to describe places where 
the infinite and eternal seem 
especially close to the here-and-
now.  Do you know somewhere 
like that – a place where you tend 
to sense God’s presence?  It could 
be a garden, a place by a river or 
the sea, an empty church.  How 
about making a little pilgrimage to 
such a place?
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A.  The Benedictine principle 
we’re exploring this week: 
Contemplative Action

If you can, read Chapter 7 of the 
Rule this week.

We can contemplate indefinitely, 
but nothing will change until we 
put our insights and our learning 
into action: active contemplation.  
On the other hand, the ‘doing 
instinct’ can be so deeply ingrained 
that we find it hard to stop, to 
rediscover the ‘being instinct’, and, 
as we attempt to achieve more 
and more, our practice becomes 
less and less reflective.

  ‘If action is out of touch with 
an interior source in prayer, it 
eventually becomes arid and 
barren, and we find ourselves 
the victims of busyness, frenetic 
over-activity.’ (Living with 
Contradiction p.106)

So this week, as we shift the focus 
from Contemplation to Action and 
consider how to put our vocation 
into practice, we must also resist 
the temptation to ‘just get on with 
it’.  After all, Jesus deliberately held 
back for forty difficult days until 
he was clear enough about his 
vocation to begin to live it out.  As 
we’ll see in this week’s passage, his 

rejected by the elders, the chief 
priests, and the scribes, and be 
killed, and after three days rise 
again. 32 He said all this quite 
openly. And Peter took him aside 
and began to rebuke him. 33 
But turning and looking at his 
disciples, he rebuked Peter and 
said, ‘Get behind me, Satan! For 
you are setting your mind not 
on divine things but on human 
things.’

In the preceding verses (vv.27-
30), Jesus explores people’s 
perceptions of his identity, and 
Peter famously responds, “You 
are the Christ” – the Messiah, 
the Anointed One.  In our 
passage, Jesus begins to explain 
his vocation, but it’s so far from 
Peter’s Messianic expectations 
that he just can’t get his head 
round it.

  Peter takes Jesus very seriously 
and is prepared to engage with 
him deeply and instinctively, 
which leads to some profound 
experiential learning.  Are we 
this ‘real’ with Jesus?  If we 
were totally honest with him 
right now, what would we say – 
or do?

Jesus seems to assume that we 
all set our minds on something – 
either human or divine.  He also 
implies that we have a choice, 
and the use of the continuous 

vocation gradually became clearer 
both to him and to his disciples; 
similarly we too can expect 
our calling to be shaped by our 
ongoing contemplation, which is 
itself shaped by our ongoing action 
towards the vision which has been 
revealed to us: Living the Mission 
of Jesus in our own unique way, in 
our own relational context, in our 
own particular time and place.

If the big question last week 
was, ‘What is my vocation?’, the 
question this week is, ‘How shall 
I live out my vocation?’  The 
costliness of following Christ will 
become apparent, and we will 
find ourselves challenged again 
and again by the question of 
obedience: some may emphasise 
‘making a decision for Christ’, 
but this is only the first of many 
choices, the first ‘Yes’ of a lifetime 
of learning to say ‘Yes’, as we dare 
to follow him to the Cross.

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week:  
Mark 8:31-38

Jesus Foretells His Death and 
Resurrection
31 Then [Jesus] began to teach 
them that the Son of Man must 
undergo great suffering, and be 

present tense here (‘you are 
setting’) suggests that we choose 
repeatedly, whether consciously or 
unconsciously.

  Sooner or later, if we are truly 
willing to ‘change our minds’, 
the Holy Spirit is likely to lead 
us to the Cross in repentance.  
Dare we ask for the gift of ‘a 
broken and contrite heart’?

34 He called the crowd with his 
disciples, and said to them, ‘If any 
want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me. 35 
For those who want to save their 
life will lose it, and those who 
lose their life for my sake, and 
for the sake of the gospel, will 
save it. 36 For what will it profit 
them to gain the whole world and 
forfeit their life? 37 Indeed, what 
can they give in return for their 
life? 38 Those who are ashamed 
of me and of my words in this 
adulterous and sinful generation, 
of them the Son of Man will also 
be ashamed when he comes in 
the glory of his Father with the 
holy angels.’

  Jesus wanted people to be 
very clear about what it would 
mean to follow him.  ‘Follower’ 
is a word with all sorts of 
connotations, both sacred and 
secular: what might our list 
look like?  Which of these might 

the week of the seCOnd sunday in Lent:
March 1st 2015
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suggest significant aspects 
of our Christian discipleship?  
And if ‘follower of Jesus’ is 
central to our identity, which 
other roles/titles apply to 
us more specifically?  (For 
example, parent, friend, spouse, 
employee, musician, school 
governor… we could probably 
come up with dozens!)

  The Iona Community song, 
‘Will you come and follow me?’ 
(also called ‘The Summons’), by 
John L. Bell & Graham Maule, is 
available on YouTube and may 
be helpful…

‘Will you come and follow me?’ 
is a question requiring an answer.  
Saying ‘Yes’ to Jesus means saying 
‘No’ to self – not just in theory 
or in prayer, but in practice.  It’s 
about re-setting our behaviour as 
well as our minds.

  Is there a particular habit 
or behaviour that we feel 
uncomfortable about?  Might 
we commit to doing things 
differently, at least for this 
week?

  These words of Jesus, ‘If any 
want to become my followers, 
let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross and 
follow me’ (Mark 8:34), are 
deeply challenging.  How 
about memorising them and 
contemplating them again and 

dare to release this thing to the 
God who loves us enough to die 
for us?

C.  Rule of Life:  
Enabling my vocation

We’ve established in general terms 
that our Christian identity is about 
being the beloved of God, and a 
follower of Jesus, and our vocation 
is to Live the Mission of Jesus.  
This vocation will have a particular 
shape for each of us, depending 
on who we are (including our 
personality, experiences, gifts and 
abilities) and where we are, both 
relationally and geographically.  
Our personal Rule of Life will help 
us to fulfil our vocation, to be and 
to do all that God has called us for.

  Last week we began to make 
some notes under the heading 
‘My vocation’.  As we review 
this, let’s begin to explore 
various aspects of our calling 
in relation to some of our key 
roles, listing half a dozen which 
take most of our time or energy, 
under the heading ‘My roles’.  
(The suggestions above included 
parent, employee, musician and 
school governor.)  It would be 
good to use the ‘open hands’ 
prayer exercise described above, 
offering each of these roles to 
God as we pray, ‘Your will be 
done.’

again this week, as we reflect 
on our vocation?

Supposing Jesus means this 
literally: that those who choose 
to follow him will find themselves 
saying goodbye to the good life, 
setting out on the steep path 
to Golgotha, agonising under 
a massive beam of splintered 
wood, facing public humiliation 
and an excruciating death.  It’s 
a shocking image.  But down 
the centuries countless millions 
of people have said ‘Yes’ to this 
invitation – and for millions their 
response has ended in martyrdom.  
Depending on which definition is 
used, between 1,000 and 100,000 
people still die every year because 
of their Christian faith.

  Jesus invites us to lose our lives 
for him and for his mission.  It’s 
about letting go, and it’s about 
losing control – something 
many of us struggle with.  
However, Jesus suggests that 
only as we dare to detach 
ourselves will we find true 
freedom and fulfilment.  We 
may immediately think of all 
kinds of things, minor and 
major, which we just ‘can’t’ let 
go of.  But let’s at least try: as 
we bring these issues to God in 
prayer, one at a time, we can 
imagine holding them tightly in 
our closed hands.  What’s it like 
to gradually open our hands, to 

Although we are working on a 
personal Rule of Life, we are of 
course part of something much 
bigger: a vast web of relationships 
within which we Live the Mission 
of Jesus.  Some of the people we 
relate to share that vocation; most 
of them don’t.

  So let’s take one of our roles, 
one in which we sense a definite 
calling, and list the people 
we relate to in that role.  (As 
‘parent’, that will mean not only 
my children but also my spouse, 
the grandparents, childminder, 
teachers, etc.)  Now, what 
exactly does it mean to be Living 
the Mission of Jesus in that role, 
and in those relationships?  As 
I begin to create a Rule of Life, 
are there choices to make and 
habits to establish about how I 
relate to those people?  Might I 
begin to experiment with some 
specific commitments?  (For 
example, as a parent, I might 
commit to being on time at 
the childminder’s, allowing for 
a friendly exchange; I might 
commit to sending photos to 
the far-away grandparent at 
least once a month.)

It may be that some of these 
specific early commitments 
become part of our ‘final’ Rule of 
Life, or they may not – it doesn’t 
matter.  The idea is to experiment 
with commitments in support of 
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particular aspects of our vocation, 
and to learn from the experience.

It will be particularly important 
to allow time for reflection on 
our ‘work’ role(s), paid or unpaid, 
asking how God wants us to see 
this, our ‘everyday ministry’, in the 
light of our calling to be followers 
of Jesus.

D.  Developing spiritual practices: 
Self-denial

Christians down the centuries 
have benefitted greatly as they 
have discovered and re-discovered 
a variety of ‘spiritual disciplines’.  
The most obvious of these, 
described by Jesus in Matthew 6 
and often associated with Lent, 
are prayer, fasting and almsgiving.  
As we consider Jesus’ invitation to 
‘deny ourselves and take up our 
cross and follow him’, we might 
usefully practise these:

Almsgiving (Matthew 6:1-4) Have 
you reviewed your Christian giving 
recently? – if not, this might 
be a good time.  Are you giving 
sacrificially to the mission of your 
local church?  Are there particular 
charities whose work you strongly 
support? – if so, how about making 
a generous donation to each of 
them over these weeks of Lent.

Prayer (Matthew 6:5-15) Jesus 
gives this prayer to his followers; 
how about taking time to pray with 
it as you look back over your day – 

perhaps for 5 or 10 minutes each 
evening?

Fasting (Matthew 6:16-18) Health 
permitting, try missing a main 
meal once a week; use the time to 
feed on God’s Word, and spend the 
money on food for a Basics Bank.  
Or try one of the ‘given up for Lent’ 
options you’ve never tried before – 
alcohol, chocolate, caffeine, eating 
between meals, etc.

Perhaps some of these disciplines 
will feature in your Rule of Life?

Learning from experience 
could be an option if you have 
already embarked on a spiritual 
discipline for Lent.  Spend some 
time reviewing your aim and 
motivation, and consider what 
you have learnt so far, perhaps 
‘journaling your journey’ from this 
point onwards…

Other spiritual disciplines are 
helpfully discussed by Richard 
Foster in his classic ‘Celebration of 
Discipline’.

‘What Would Jesus Do?’ may have 
become a bit of a cliché, but it’s 
still a great question to keep asking 
ourselves in the endless decisions 
we face, and the choices we make, 
every day.  The idea is to look for 
the eternal perspective, God’s 
point of view, on our daily lives – 
and to learn to ‘set our minds on 
divine things’.

A.  The Benedictine principle we’re 
exploring this week:  
Obedient Listening

If you can, read Chapter 5 of the 
Rule this week.

Like Contemplative Action, 
Obedient Listening is a two-sided 
coin; in the Benedictine tradition, 
neither makes sense without the 
other.

The Rule of St Benedict, written 
early in the sixth century, opens 
with these words:

  ‘Listen carefully, my son, to 
the master’s instructions, and 
attend to them with the ear of 
your heart.  This is advice from a 
father who loves you; welcome 
it, and faithfully put it into 
practice.’ (RB Prologue 1)

As St Benedict wrote to the monks 
because he loved them and 
wanted them to fulfil their calling, 
so God speaks to us as a loving 
Father, desiring our greatest good, 
as we respond to his love and yield 
ourselves to his service.  He invites 
us to listen, to pay attention, not 
so much with our minds as with 
our hearts and wills.

God’s revelation of himself is 
apparent in every dimension of 

time and space: he offers himself 
to us in all creation and in Christ; 
in Scripture and in one another; 
in any and every circumstance of 
our world and of our lives.  But are 
we looking?  Are we listening?  Are 
we conscious of his presence?  We 
may need to learn to pay attention 
before we can hear with our 
hearts, and this is very much in the 
spirit of Lent: in the wilderness, 
Jesus’ vision became clearer and 
he began to focus on his vocation.

He also became aware of his 
own inner life, his thoughts and 
feelings, desires and longings, as 
he listened to God with his whole 
self.  Esther de Waal emphasises 
the importance of ‘Listening to 
ourselves and learning to love 
ourselves, paying attention to 
our body, to its demands and 
its rhythms’ as we rediscover 
what it means to attend to God 
with all that we are. (Living with 
Contradiction p.26)

The Benedictine understanding 
of Listening is epitomised by the 
practice of Lectio Divina: we bring 
all of ourselves to God, and open 
ourselves to his living Word; we 
listen actively and attentively, and 
allow him to transform us from 
within.

the week of the tHird sunday in Lent:
March 8th 2015
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If we are unwilling to be Obedient, 
we will find it difficult to hear 
the voice of God.  The concept of 
openness is fundamental.  Are we 
willing to expose all of ourselves 
to all of God?  To make ourselves 
vulnerable and available to him – 
and to others?  This means an end 
to self-sufficiency, and a growing 
willingness to receive as well as to 
give.  It means letting go, holding 
all things in open hands, often 
living without certainty or closure 
– in Jesus’ words, ‘losing our life’.  
Sometimes God’s Word to us will 
bring us comfort or joy beyond 
imagining; sometimes it will bring 
us breath-taking challenge.  Saying 
‘Yes’ means leaving ourselves 
open to either possibility, moment 
by moment, day after day.  What 
a lifestyle, what freedom, what 
adventure!

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week: 
Philippians 2:1-11

Before we go any further, let’s take 
some time to meditate on this 
passage using the Lectio Divina 
approach.  Here’s a reminder of 
the five stages:

Relax and be still.
Read the passage slowly, until a 
word or a phrase catches your 
attention.
Reflect on the word or phrase, 
with an open heart and mind. 

Respond to God in prayer.
Rest in God’s loving presence…

As we engage with this passage in 
the context of Obedient Listening, 
the song ‘Listen, listen, O my 
child’ by Michael Berkeley may 
set the scene – commissioned 
for Archbishop Justin Welby’s 
enthronement, it’s available on 
YouTube.

1 If then there is any 
encouragement in Christ, any 
consolation from love, any sharing 
in the Spirit, any compassion 
and sympathy, 2 make my joy 
complete: be of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in 
full accord and of one mind. 3 Do 
nothing from selfish ambition or 
conceit, but in humility regard 
others as better than yourselves. 
4 Let each of you look not to your 
own interests, but to the interests 
of others.

Paul, writing from prison, longs to 
hear of one thing: love and unity 
among the Christians in Philippi.  
He describes his vision of unity, 
and makes clear that it will only 
come about if and when they are 
willing to humble themselves and 
model their lives on their Lord.  So 
they will need to focus on him, and 
then, following his example and 
empowered by his Spirit, look to 
one another.

  If we are going to be ‘of one 
mind’, we will need to listen to 
one another, but in order to 
make sure that we share ‘the 
mind of Christ’ we will also need 
to listen to God, both individually 
and together.  This is a really 
fundamental question: How 
can we develop our practice 
of Obedient Listening?  We 
could make two lists: one list of 
practical ideas for ourselves, and 
another list of ideas we could try 
with others, perhaps in church 
or in a home group.  How about 
choosing one idea from each list 
to experiment with this week?

The issue of motivation is likely 
to be very challenging.  As we 
dare to listen to ourselves in the 
‘wilderness’ of Lent, and as we 
begin to see our vocation more 
clearly, we will also become aware 
of the cost: the life we are invited 
to lose, for Jesus’ sake and for the 
gospel.

  In particular, we are challenged 
about our ‘selfish ambitions’.  
Dare we ask the Holy Spirit to 
make us more aware of these?  
If we are willing to listen, are we 
also willing to obey? – we will 
have to make a choice about 
these ‘selfish ambitions’, to 
decide whether we are willing 
to let them go, to hold all these 
things in open hands…

5 Let the same mind be in you 
that was in Christ Jesus,
6 who, though he was in the form 
of God, did not regard equality 
with God as something to be 
exploited, 7 but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form,
8 he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point 
of death – even death on a cross.

This section describes what it 
means to have the mind of Christ: 
when God takes human form, his 
mind is such that his behaviour 
looks like this.  The more we look 
at his behaviour, his outer life, the 
more we can infer about his inner 
life – and as we look at him and 
love him, may the Spirit transform 
us into his likeness ‘by the 
renewing of our minds’.  Living the 
Mission of Jesus isn’t just about 
copying the Master’s behaviour; 
it’s about becoming like him 
through and through, so that we 
can’t help doing what he does.

  One way of deepening our 
awareness of Jesus’ inner life 
is to read one of the gospels 
straight through.  How about 
reading Luke’s Gospel this week, 
paying particular attention to 
any clues to his thoughts and 
feelings?
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The idea of Jesus’ humility is 
central here – as it is to the Rule 
of St Benedict.  Paul makes it 
clear that Jesus chose not to claim 
his divine rights, and we know 
from John’s Gospel that Jesus 
deliberately ‘laid down his life’.

  We may have been influenced 
by the ‘rights culture’ of our 
society, which can be a hothouse 
of ‘selfish ambition and conceit’.  
We may need to do some more 
Obedient Listening here, holding 
our ‘rights’ in open hands too, 
and asking God to help us let go, 
as Christ did.

9 Therefore God also highly 
exalted him and gave him the 
name that is above every name,
10 so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend, in 
heaven and on earth and under 
the earth, 11 and every tongue 
should confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father.

In a couple of months’ time we’ll 
be celebrating Ascension Day, and 
the work which Jesus finished on 
earth 2,000 years ago.  He left his 
followers to live his mission, to be 
his witnesses in the power of his 
Spirit, to the glory of the Father.  
And that’s our vocation until he 
returns.

C.  Rule of Life:  
Living out my vocation (i)

We’ve begun to reflect on our 
vocation as Living the Mission 
of Jesus; we’ve also begun to 
explore some of our roles and 
relationships. 

  It would be useful to look back 
over this material, and especially 
to review our notes.  Then we 
can reflect on our practice and 
learn from it: what has ‘worked’ 
and what hasn’t?  What 
might we do differently?  (This 
includes the ‘spiritual practices’ 
suggested each week.)

This week we have been working 
on Obedient Listening, with 
some challenging implications 
for our relationships with God 
and with others; over the next 
two weeks we will be addressing 
the Benedictine principles of 
Ongoing Conversion and Joyful 
Perseverance, which will generate 
more food for thought – and 
action.  But the idea is not simply 
to raise some questions and 
explore some answers, even if 
they are very practical ones: we 
are aiming to create a flexible 
made-to-measure framework 
which supports us in living out 
our particular vocation from now 
onwards.

The term ‘Rule of Life’ is not 
intended to suggest that one-size-

fits-all – each person’s Rule of Life 
will be different, not just in content 
but perhaps in structure too.  One 
basic ingredient, however, is the 
Benedictine principle of balance; 
this is sometimes emphasised by 
calling it a ‘Rhythm of Life’ instead, 
which draws attention to the time 
dimension.

  So we each need to consider 
what kind of a structure or 
framework might work for 
us.  For a start, what headings 
might we find helpful?  How 
about the Benedictine principles 
underpinning this course? 
Or the ‘3 Ps’ which are the 
outcome of Living the Mission 
of Jesus?  (There’s an example 
in the Appendix.)  Or perhaps 
our various relationships – with 
God, with others, with myself, 
with creation…?  Or simply the 
general areas of my life – home, 
work, church, community…?

By the end of Lent we will have 
been able to think and pray all this 
through, and may well be ready 
to commit ourselves to our own 
personal Rule of Life, designed to 
support us in our own particular 
vocation.  But none of this is ‘for 
life’: we will decide on a suitable 
period of time over which to 
test our Rule – perhaps until the 
summer holidays, or until Advent? 
– and then, with more prayer and 
reflection, we may need to revise it.

  At this point it might be helpful 
to review all our material and to 
make yet another list, including 
all the things, large or small, 
which we think our Rule needs 
to cover – even if we’ve no 
idea how to organise them. It 
will be important to include 
the ‘difficult’ things as well as 
the ‘easy’ things. One more 
suggestion: how about asking 
ourselves who we could discuss 
all this with?

D.  Developing spiritual practices: 
Centring prayer

Centring (or Centering) Prayer is 
about the practice of openness 
to God.  It can be practised alone 
or with others; the quieter the 
environment the better.  Decide 
on a set period of time for your 
prayer – perhaps 10 minutes a day 
to begin with – and set an alarm if 
you want to.

-  Sit with your back straight and 
feet flat on the floor; relax your 
shoulders and let your hands rest 
on your lap.  Breathe in and out 
gently until you feel calm and 
still.

-  Offer yourself and your time to 
God: ‘ Here I am’, or ‘Lord, I come 
to you’.

-  Use a ‘sacred word’ to help you 
focus and re-focus on God: ‘holy’, 
‘love’, ‘yes’.  Repeat this word 
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silently until you know God’s 
presence, then simply rest in him.

-  As soon as you realise that 
your mind has wandered, use 
your word to gently bring your 
attention back to God.  Whatever 
the distraction, however 
‘spiritual’, just let it go and return 
to God.

-  You are likely to spend more time 
distracted than focussed, but 
that’s OK – just a few seconds 
spent resting in God allows him 
deep access to your heart.

-  Don’t expect to feel anything or 
to hear anything: this is about 
yielding everything to God and 
letting him change you.

-  End your time with thanksgiving 
for God’s grace.

Cynthia Bourgeault’s ‘Centering 
Prayer and Inner Awakening’ offers 
a very helpful guide to this kind of 
prayer.

The Examen is a good way to 
reflect on our practice of Obedient 
Listening in everyday life.  Esther 
de Waal asks,

  ‘By the evening do I look back on 
the day, see how God has been 
there in all my encounters, in all 
my daily activity, waiting with 
hands stretched out towards 
me?  And then, I need to ask 
myself how truly did I hear and 
respond?  For that is ultimately 
what obedience is about; that I 
listen, and I respond, and I act 
on what I hear.’ (LWC p.52)

A more structured approach, 
following the Ignatian model, 
might look like this:

-  Talk to Jesus about the high 
points of today, all the blessings, 
and say thank you to him.

-  Talk to Jesus about the low 
points, especially when you went 
wrong and when you might have 
hurt others – and say sorry to 
him.

-  Talk to Jesus about your moods 
and feelings, your thoughts and 
words and actions.  What has 
made you feel good?  What has 
made you feel bad?

-  Talk to Jesus about tomorrow 
– and ask him to help you stay 
close to him.

The website IgnatianSpirituality.
com has more detail.

‘Spiritual reading’ (‘Lectio Divina’) 
doesn’t just mean the Bible, 
and it’s not too late to read a 
‘Lent book’.  These are all highly 
recommended; most have been 
mentioned already:

-  Esther de Waal ‘Seeking God’ and 
‘Living with Contradiction’  
(about the Benedictine way)

-  Joan Chittister ‘The Rule of 
Benedict: A Spirituality for the 
21st Century’

-  Christopher Jamison ‘Finding 
Sanctuary: Monastic Steps for 
Everyday Life’ (from the TV series 
‘The Monastery’)

-  Alan Hargrave ‘Living Well’  
(about Rule of Life)

-  John Pritchard ‘How to Pray’  
(a short book about prayer)
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A.  The Benedictine principle we’re 
exploring this week: Ongoing 
Conversion

Brothers being received into 
Benedictine communities – after 
a long period of reflection and 
testing of their vocation – would 
commit themselves to ‘conversatio 
morum’, usually translated as 
‘conversion of life’ – a process of 
conversion and change. For some 
Christians this process will have 
had a very definite (perhaps even 
dramatic) beginning, but for all of 
us the process continues for the 
rest of our lives – hence Ongoing 
Conversion.

There are all sorts of metaphors 
we might use for this process of 
transformation into the likeness 
of Christ – for example, journey 
or pilgrimage, growing up or 
maturation, renewal or healing – 
but what they all have in common 
is the need for change.  And 
change usually involves letting go: 
journeying means leaving a place 
behind; growing up means leaving 
childhood behind; being renewed 
means leaving the old behind.  In 
all of these we choose both to 
change (active) and to be changed 
(passive), by God’s grace.

bringing in the Kingdom as we Live 
the Mission of Jesus.  We’ve been 
chosen to bear fruit – the fruit of 
the Spirit, which includes love, joy 
and peace – and to be transformed 
by the renewing of our minds.

But all is grace, and our focus 
needs to be on receiving, not 
achieving. 

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week: 
Philippians 3:1-11

1 Finally, my brothers and sisters, 
rejoice in the Lord.

Breaking with the Past
To write the same things to you is 
not troublesome to me, and for 
you it is a safeguard.

2 Beware of the dogs, beware of 
the evil workers, beware of those 
who mutilate the flesh! 3 For it is 
we who are the circumcision, who 
worship in the Spirit of God and 
boast in Christ Jesus and have no 
confidence in the flesh— 4 even 
though I, too, have reason for 
confidence in the flesh.

As God’s covenant people, we 
are heirs of the promise, ‘You 
shall be my people, and I will 
be your God.’  Here are three 
marks of our belonging to him, 
of our conversion to Christ: we 
‘worship in the Spirit of God and 
boast in Christ Jesus and have no 

The starting point is our response 
to Jesus’ invitation, ‘Follow me’.  
He invites us to step out into a new 
freedom – to ‘learn to live freely 
and lightly’.  But first comes death.  
As Jesus said,

  ‘Very truly, I tell you, unless a 
grain of wheat falls into the 
earth and dies, it remains just 
a single grain; but if it dies, it 
bears much fruit.’ (John 12:24)

Am I willing to trust myself to 
the earth, to dare to die, ‘to shed 
the husk, to be shaken loose, 
open’, so that in newness of 
life I can bear fruit? (Living with 
Contradiction p.125)  There is 
much to leave behind – including 
our preconceived ideas of what 
lies ahead.  We are called to a 
minute-by-minute openness to his 
Spirit, as we make the long journey 
from self-sufficiency to Christ-
sufficiency.

We are saved by grace, not by 
works – nor even by a Rule of 
Life.  But we are to ‘work out 
our salvation’ as God enables us 
(Philippians 2:12-13), which means 
being fruitful in both our actions 
and our attitudes.  Our vocation is 
not about waiting passively for the 
coming of the Kingdom, it’s about 

confidence in the flesh’.  There 
is nothing we can do – not even 
worship – to earn his approval.  
Our vocation is simply to learn 
to live in dependence on Christ, 
rather than ourselves: a lifelong 
journey of Ongoing Conversion.

  In our weakness and in new 
situations we may instinctively 
turn to God for help, but what 
about when we’re on familiar 
territory, feeling confident 
and in control?  How about 
turning to God, then being 
willing to stand back and ask 
for his insight and direction?  
In preparation, we might 
deliberately talk to him about 
the ‘easy’ situations we’re 
facing, as well as the difficult 
ones…

  It may also be useful to reflect 
before God on our ambitions 
and our need to achieve.  What 
are the first few things that 
come to mind when I ask myself 
what I want to achieve in life?  
And what are my motives for 
each of these?  We may need to 
remind ourselves that, whatever 
our successes or failures, God’s 
love is unconditional, and as 
we learn to receive his grace, 
we won’t need to try so hard to 
prove ourselves…

If anyone else has reason to be 
confident in the flesh, I have 

the week of the FOurtH sunday in Lent:
March 15th 2015
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more: 5 circumcised on the eighth 
day, a member of the people of 
Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, 
a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to 
the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, 
a persecutor of the church; as 
to righteousness under the law, 
blameless.

7 Yet whatever gains I had, these 
I have come to regard as loss 
because of Christ. 8 More than 
that, I regard everything as loss 
because of the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For 
his sake I have suffered the loss 
of all things, and I regard them as 
rubbish, in order that I may gain 
Christ 9 and be found in him, not 
having a righteousness of my own 
that comes from the law, but one 
that comes through faith in Christ, 
the righteousness from God based 
on faith. 10 I want to know Christ 
and the power of his resurrection 
and the sharing of his sufferings 
by becoming like him in his death, 
11 if somehow I may attain the 
resurrection from the dead.

Paul has come to realise that the 
‘righteousness under the law’ in 
which he was once so confident 
is completely worthless in God’s 
eyes.  Instead God counts him as 
righteous simply because he is in 
Christ, having received the gift of 
‘righteousness from God based on 
faith’.

‘All I once held dear’, which is 
a reflection on these verses, 
available on YouTube.

The ‘somehow’ in v.11 does 
not imply uncertainty, but has 
the sense of ‘in any way’ or ‘by 
any means’ – a wholehearted 
commitment to all that Christ has 
for us, both here and hereafter.

  As we explore a Rule of Life, 
we may decide to adopt some 
practices which cause us 
discomfort, especially if we 
have become accustomed to 
the idea of ‘a comfortable life’ 
as something we are entitled 
to.  What practice(s) might God 
be calling you to adopt at this 
point in your life?

C.  Rule of Life:  
Living out my vocation (ii)

To reiterate the outcome of this 
course, ‘we are aiming to create 
a flexible made-to-measure 
framework which supports 
us in living out our particular 
vocation’.  We have spent several 
weeks clarifying our vocation and 
collecting material for our Rule of 
Life; it’s now time to decide how to 
organise it. 

  Last week the headings 
suggested included: the 
Benedictine principles 
underpinning this course; the ‘3 
Ps’; our various relationships; 

  For most of us, this is likely to 
be a key issue in our Ongoing 
Conversion: we are so used to 
building our confidence and 
self-esteem on our abilities 
and achievements.  How about 
making a list of some of these 
– as might be described at 
your funeral, perhaps?  Then 
go through the list with God, 
acknowledging that, good as 
they might be, none of them 
count for anything in his eyes: by 
God’s grace, we are justified by 
faith.  Or, as is sometimes said, 
‘we use the lift, not the stairs’!

For Paul, ‘knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord’ is all that matters – knowing 
him, not just knowing about him, 
and living in submission to him.  
This is Paul’s vocation, God’s gift to 
him. 

  God has given us the same gift – 
the gift of knowing his Son Jesus 
Christ – and has called us both 
to enjoy the gift and to share it 
with others.  Who do we know 
who might be ready to respond?  
They might be people who know 
very little about Jesus, or they 
might be lifelong churchgoers 
who know a lot about him but 
have never realised that they 
are invited into a personal 
relationship with him…

  You might like to listen to the 
song by Graham Kendrick, 

the general areas of my life.  
Which of these frameworks 
would be most helpful in 
organising the commitments 
and practices we feel called to?

  As a checklist, these questions 
might be useful:

 -  What will help me grow in my 
relationship with God?

 -  What will help me grow in 
my relationships with other 
people, in my various roles 
and/or contexts?

 -  What will help me grow in my 
relationship with the wider 
world, as an agent of justice 
and mercy, and as a steward 
of God’s creation?

It’s easy to be over-ambitious 
about what to include in the ‘first 
edition’ of our personal Rule of 
Life, so we may also need a way of 
deciding what to prioritise.  The 
key thing is to be clear about my 
vocation, because the purpose 
of a Rule of Life is to support my 
growth and development in that 
vocation.  So the more clarity 
I have about my vocation, the 
easier it will be decide which 
commitments and practices will be 
most helpful.

  Another question which might 
be helpful, to ask myself and the 
Holy Spirit, is this:
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 -  What gets in the way of me 
living out my vocation?

  The answer to this question may 
suggest some key components 
of my Rule of Life.

  Now or during the week, let’s 
aim to draft a Rule of Life.  Then 
we might prayerfully reflect on 
what our lives might look like if 
we lived according to our Rule 
for the next year.

D.  Developing spiritual practices: 
Spiritual sharing

Spiritual sharing may come 
naturally to you – perhaps you 
regularly spend time with a prayer 
partner or a spiritual director, 
talking honestly about your 
relationship with God, exploring 
your vocation, sharing your joys, 
your sorrows and your struggles?  
If so, you may already have talked 
about your journey with Christ 
this Lent, and your progress with 
creating a personal Rule of Life, 
and you have probably asked for 
their prayers.  If the relationship 
is two-way, you will listen to them 
and pray for them too.

But if this is new territory for 
you, why not give it a go?  You 
may know straight away who to 
approach, but otherwise why not 
consider asking a Christian leader 
you trust, or a mature Christian 
you admire?  If it helps to have a 

structure in mind, you might like 
to talk through the Benedictine 
principles we’ve been exploring, 
and the progress you’ve made so 
far with clarifying your vocation 
and creating a Rule of Life to 
support it.  You might also consider 
what in particular you would like 
them to pray for you.

Or it may be that you want to 
‘consult’ someone who you 
think of as a bit of an ‘expert’ in 
something you’re struggling with – 
perhaps a particular discipline you 
feel called to practise?

The Jesus Prayer is a wonderful 
way of connecting and 
reconnecting with God.  Once we 
have internalised the words – ‘Lord 
Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner’ – we 
can use the prayer in all sorts of 
ways, praying it silently or aloud, 
using it very slowly and reflectively, 
or in time with our breathing or 
walking (or running or cycling or 
swimming!).  It is especially useful 
when the challenge of Ongoing 
Conversion causes us to call out for 
God’s mercy.

Irma Zaleski’s short book, ‘Living 
the Jesus Prayer: Practicing the 
Prayer of the Heart’ offers a useful 
introduction.

A.  The Benedictine principle we’re 
exploring this week:  
Joyful Perseverance

This week’s principle, which is 
a contemporary understanding 
of the monastic vow of Stability, 
may look like a contradiction of 
last week’s, which was all about 
Change.  Esther de Waal reflects 
on this:

‘On the one hand I find that I 
must stay still; on the other, that 
I need continually to change… 
simultaneously I stand firm and 
yet also I move on.’ (Living with 
Contradiction p.33)

Perhaps it helps to remember 
that God is both ‘ever old and 
ever new’ – always renewing and 
re-creating, yet always faithful and 
unchanging.

So Ongoing Conversion and Joyful 
Perseverance – change and 
commitment – reflect this divine 
polarity.  For us, commitment 
means the embracing of a 
framework within which our 
lives can be changed.  We’ll 
consider two aspects of this: the 
place dimension and the time 
dimension.

Benedict was writing to monks 
whose final vows included a 
commitment for life to the same 
place, ‘faithfully observing [the 
Lord’s] teaching in the monastery 
until death’ (RB Prologue 50).  This 
was a commitment not just to the 
location, with a willingness to put 
down permanent roots, but also to 
the community – which might be 
much more challenging.

The point of Stability is that 
we choose to accept certain 
limitations or boundaries within 
which we can grow.  It’s about 
self-denial, giving up our ‘rights’ 
in the service of God and of one 
another.  It’s about getting stuck 
in where I am, engaging with the 
here-and-now, however ordinary 
and mundane.

Once we accept some geographical 
limitations – perhaps committing 
ourselves to staying in a particular 
home or church or job – we will 
no longer have the option to look 
elsewhere for greater happiness 
or fulfilment.  We might imagine 
that ‘if only’ we were free to move 
house, or change churches, or find 
another job, then our problems 
would be solved.  But Joyful 
Perseverance is about daring to 
believe that God has called me to 

the week of the FiFtH sunday in Lent:
March 22nd 2015
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stay here, and that it is here that 
he is working out his purposes for 
me.  If I’m willing to stay put, the 
process of Ongoing Conversion 
can bear fruit, and the soil which 
seemed so unpromising turns out 
to be rich and fertile after all – if 
only I am open to the possibilities.

The other dimension of 
commitment relates to time: 
choosing the long-term life of 
discipleship, taking up my cross 
and following Christ, day after day 
until I die.  It’s about patience and 
it’s about endurance, ‘a continuing 
process of holding on against all 
the odds’ (Seeking God p.47), 
sharing in the sufferings of Christ.  
He has called us; he will sustain us.  
And it may be that a Rule of Life 
can help us too.

For many of us, one of the 
toughest challenges is to continue 
working at difficult relationships, 
whether in our families, our 
churches, our workplaces or 
elsewhere.  It would be so much 
easier to run away but, in the spirit 
of Benedictine monasticism, we are 
gently invited to stay put and stop 
grumbling.  In particular, we are 
invited to focus on the needs and 
interests of others, instead of our 
own.  This is a big ask – especially 
when there’s no end in sight.  
Often we won’t feel like loving 
others, so we will simply have to 
act as if we do: loving actions lead 

to loving habits.  The God who 
changes us also gives us the grace 
to keep choosing the good, and so, 
over days and months and years, 
our Perseverance becomes ever 
more Joyful.

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week: 
Philippians 3:12-20

Pressing towards the Goal
12 Not that I have already 
obtained this or have already 
reached the goal; but I press on to 
make it my own, because Christ 
Jesus has made me his own. 13 
Beloved, I do not consider that 
I have made it my own; but this 
one thing I do: forgetting what 
lies behind and straining forward 
to what lies ahead, 14 I press on 
towards the goal for the prize of 
the heavenly call of God in Christ 
Jesus. 15 Let those of us then who 
are mature be of the same mind; 
and if you think differently about 
anything, this too God will reveal 
to you. 16 Only let us hold fast to 
what we have attained.

What a wonderful description of 
Joyful Perseverance!  Paul comes 
across as very focussed, with his 
heart and mind set on ‘the goal’, 
and all his energy taking him 
towards it.  He knows he has been 
claimed by Christ for a purpose, 
and he wants to embrace all that 
Christ has for him.

  Paul doesn’t seem to be easily 
distracted: he’s not prone 
to dwelling on the past or 
daydreaming about the future.  
What tends to distract us from 
living in the present, tempting 
us to waste our time and energy 
on things which aren’t really 
important in God’s eyes?  Are 
there unresolved issues from the 
past which we need help to deal 
with?  God wants us to be free 
to move on – so ‘let us also lay 
aside every weight and the sin 
that clings so closely’ (Hebrews 
12:1).

Paul seems to be suggesting that 
‘pressing on’ – Joyful Perseverance 
– is a characteristic of mature 
Christians, and that if we ‘think 
differently’, God will show us.

  We have been reflecting on the 
Benedictine principle of making 
long-term commitments both to 
situations (such as home, church 
or job) and to relationships.  
How has this challenged us?  Are 
we willing to ask God to show us 
ways in which we need to ‘think 
differently’ and make some new 
commitments, perhaps as part 
of our Rule of Life?

17 Brothers and sisters, join in 
imitating me, and observe those 
who live according to the example 
you have in us. 18 For many live 
as enemies of the cross of Christ; 

I have often told you of them, and 
now I tell you even with tears. 
19 Their end is destruction; their 
god is the belly; and their glory 
is in their shame; their minds are 
set on earthly things. 20 But our 
citizenship is in heaven, and it is 
from there that we are expecting 
a Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ.

It breaks Paul’s heart to think 
of those who reject Christ as 
Saviour and as Lord, and he begs 
his readers not to follow their 
example.

  If they are ‘enemies of the 
cross of Christ’, what might it 
mean for us to be friends of the 
cross?  It will involve responding 
to Christ as the one who sets 
us free from sin and calls us 
to live our new life under his 
Lordship – in the words of the 
baptism service, ‘I turn to Christ 
as Saviour’ and ‘I submit to 
Christ as Lord’.  Let’s use these 
words as we recommit ourselves 
to take up our cross and follow 
him.

Just as Jesus rebuked Peter 
for setting his mind on human 
things (Week 2), so Paul sees 
that these unbelievers have 
the same problem: their focus 
is on maximizing pleasure and 
minimizing pain, on the instant 
gratification of desire.
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  But as citizens of heaven we are 
called to commit ourselves to 
divine things, which will almost 
certainly involve suffering, as 
it did for Christ – the supreme 
example of Joyful Perseverance – 
‘who for the sake of the joy that 
was set before him endured the 
cross, disregarding its shame’ 
(Hebrews 12:2).  Let’s take time 
to meditate on his example, 
asking him how we might be 
called to imitate his Joyful 
Perseverance.

  The Saviour will return: ‘Christ 
has died, Christ is risen, Christ 
will come again’!  Are we ready 
and waiting?  How does it feel to 
pray, ‘Come, Lord Jesus’?

C.  Rule of Life:  
Living out my vocation (iii)

Now as we find ourselves in 
Passiontide and the cross becomes 
a more imminent reality, it’s time 
to consider exactly what we are 
willing to commit ourselves to.  It 
might be quite easy to say ‘Yes’ 
to a one-off sacrifice (of goods or 
money, perhaps), but supposing 
God is inviting me to Joyful 
Perseverance in sacrificial giving?

  Our personal Rule of Life is not a 
list of tasks to be ticked off, but 
a set of commitments to keep us 
aligned with our vocation.  Let’s 
review where we’ve got to with 
our Rule, and reflect before God 

on its potential effectiveness in 
keeping us on track.

  As we review the various 
components of our Rule, how 
‘easy’ or ‘difficult’ do they feel?  
Which will require the greatest 
degree of Ongoing Conversion 
or Joyful Perseverance?  Ask for 
God’s help in getting this right as 
you work on the final version.

  The time dimension is also 
important: ‘I will pray for my 
five work colleagues on the way 
to work – one each day of the 
week’ is better than ‘I will pray 
about my work more’.  And ‘I will 
call on Mrs. A. every weekend’ 
is better than ‘I’ll try to keep an 
eye on my neighbours.’  If it’s too 
vague it won’t work.

D.  Developing spiritual practices: 
Prayer-walking

It’s important that my Rule of Life 
is relevant to the world in which I 
am called to live out my vocation.  
One way of exploring this is to 
talk it over with someone, as 
suggested last week.  Another way 
of checking it out is to reflect on 
it in the context of my immediate 
neighbourhood, as a kind of 
prayer-walking exercise.

Prayer-walking simply means 
praying for a particular place, and 
its people, as I walk around it.  It 
might be the neighbourhood I live 

or work or shop or worship in – in 
other words, a place in which I live 
out my vocation (with the help of 
my Rule of Life!).  It’s good to go 
prayer-walking in pairs, praying 
silently or aloud, and it’s good to 
try different times and different 
seasons, in order to get a full 
picture of the place: the idea is to 
‘listen’ both to the place and to 
God’s perspective on it, in order to 
pray more effectively.  So it helps 
to have some particular questions 
in mind, such as:
 - what does Jesus see?
 - how does Jesus feel?
 - what would Jesus do?
 - how then shall I pray?

It’s also a good idea to talk to 
someone about it afterwards, 
especially if you’ve been praying 
alone, and maybe to make some 
notes.  Does the experience shed 
any light on your proposed Rule of 
Life?

If the thought of prayer-walking 
horrifies you, try asking yourself 
why.

Virtual prayer-walking carries 
no risk of embarrassment, and 
may be the only option for the 
less mobile.  You might focus on 
a very small area – perhaps your 
immediate neighbourhood – in 
which case you could draw quite a 
detailed sketch map of who lives 
where, or you could draw a more 

general map of a bigger area, or 
use a printed one.  Either way, a 
map can be a useful visual aid as 
you pray systematically for people 
and places.

Journaling, if you haven’t already 
tried it, can be a very useful 
reflective practice to help us 
learn from our experiences and 
experiments in Obedient Listening, 
Ongoing Conversion and Joyful 
Perseverance.  However often we 
write (or draw), and in whatever 
form, it’s an opportunity to look at 
our past, present and future with 
God.

As we approach Easter, we could 
review our experience of Lent, of 
this course and of creating a Rule 
of Life; we might also reflect on 
the spiritual practices we’ve tried, 
and decide which to carry forward.
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A.  The Benedictine principles:  
A summary

According to Esther de Waal’s 
calculations, the monks of 
Benedict’s time would have 
spent about four hours a day in 
corporate (liturgical) prayer, four 
hours in spiritual reading (Lectio 
Divina) and six hours in manual 
work, divided up and carefully 
balanced to create an infinitely 
sustainable rhythm of life – and 
‘a school for the Lord’s service’, 
neither harsh nor burdensome. 
(RB Prologue 45-46)  All of this is 
in response to God’s love in Christ, 
and ‘the love of Christ must come 
before all else.’ (RB 4.21)

The same principles apply equally 
to us, outside the monastery 
fifteen hundred years later: ‘Prayer 
and life cannot be separated one 
from the other: both are rooted 
and grounded in love.’ (Living 
with Contradiction p.104)  As we 
grow in Contemplative Action, 
we will also learn to balance the 
three other principles: Obedient 
Listening (the invitation to be 
open), Ongoing Conversion (the 
invitation to be changed), and 
Joyful Perseverance (the invitation 
to be committed).  We can’t pick 
and choose: it’s in the balancing 

B.  The Scripture passage we’re 
focussing on this week:  
Mark 11:1-11

Before you come to this passage, 
how about looking back over 
all the other Scripture passages 
we’ve reflected on this Lent, and 
noticing what stands out for you 
now?  Take a few minutes to pray 
over it all, and perhaps do some 
journaling…

Then use whatever time you have 
during the week to engage with 
this Palm Sunday passage, either 
using Lectio Divina (see the pre-
Lent section for a reminder) or the 
Ignatian approach (see Week 1).

Jesus’ Triumphal Entry into 
Jerusalem
1 When they were approaching 
Jerusalem, at Bethphage and 
Bethany, near the Mount of 
Olives, he sent two of his disciples 
2 and said to them, ‘Go into 
the village ahead of you, and 
immediately as you enter it, you 
will find tied there a colt that has 
never been ridden; untie it and 
bring it. 3 If anyone says to you, 
“Why are you doing this?” just say 
this, “The Lord needs it and will 
send it back here immediately.”’ 
4 They went away and found a 
colt tied near a door, outside in 
the street. As they were untying 
it, 5 some of the bystanders said 

that we move towards wholeness 
in Christ, and become his truly 
authentic disciples:
 ‘Christ the Rock on which I build.
 Christ the Way I follow.
 Christ the Word I hear.’
 (Living with Contradiction p.53)

The first step is simply to respond 
to his loving invitation, ‘Follow me’, 
and to begin the life-long process 
of letting go of anything and 
everything which might hold us 
back.  As we say ‘Yes’ to Christ, we 
say ‘Yes’ to his grace, recognising 
that we have no other hope – and, 
in order that others too might 
find hope, we commit ourselves 
to Living the Mission of Jesus.  
Discovering our own personal 
vocation, and working out a Rule 
of Life to support it, is also an 
ongoing process, but it is not a 
solitary one: we are surrounded by 
so many others in the Diocese of 
Winchester who know themselves 
called to grow in Passionate 
Personal Spirituality, Pioneering 
Faith Communities and Prophetic 
Global Citizenship. 

to them, ‘What are you doing, 
untying the colt?’ 6 They told 
them what Jesus had said; and 
they allowed them to take it. 7 
Then they brought the colt to 
Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; 
and he sat on it. 8 Many people 
spread their cloaks on the road, 
and others spread leafy branches 
that they had cut in the fields. 
9 Then those who went ahead 
and those who followed were 
shouting,

 ‘Hosanna!

  Blessed is the one who comes 
in the name of the Lord!

  10 Blessed is the coming 
kingdom of our ancestor David!

 Hosanna in the highest heaven!’

11 Then he entered Jerusalem 
and went into the temple; and 
when he had looked around at 
everything, as it was already late, 
he went out to Bethany with the 
twelve.

In this last verse, v.11, we see 
Jesus at the beginning of the end, 
surveying what lies ahead.  Before 
embarking on his final journey, he 
retreats to Bethany, where he will 
be able to spend time with those 
he loves – and time alone with 
God.

  It may be that, in a very small 
way, as we prepare to offer 
our Rule of Life this week, 

the week of PaLM sunday:
March 29th 2015
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we find ourselves in a similar 
place: anticipating a costly 
commitment, and needing a bit 
more time to talk it over with 
God, and perhaps with someone 
else too.  Let’s make sure we find 
the time.

C.  Rule of Life:  
My commitment

Just as the people spread their 
cloaks and branches on the road 
to honour Jesus, so the time has 
come for us to honour him as we 
recommit ourselves to following 
him, with the help of our personal 
Rule of Life.

As we offer our Rule sometime 
around Easter, it would be useful 
to decide how and when – and 
with whom – we are going to 
review our progress.  As you write 
your Rule, and perhaps sign it, this 
specific commitment to review it 
will probably be the last item.

If possible, we will offer our Rule 
along with others in our faith 
community – perhaps our family, 
our home group or our local 
church.  But if you need to make 
your commitment alone, you may 
like to go somewhere special to do 
so.

D.  Developing spiritual practices: 
Practising the presence  
of God

‘Practising the presence of 
God’, a term coined by the 
French 17th Century monk 
Brother Lawrence, means staying 
aware of God through all the 
busyness of everyday life.  Of 
course some of our tasks require 
our total attention (including 
some specific prayer tasks), but 
Brother Lawrence believes we 
can gradually cultivate a deep 
awareness of God’s constant 
presence, which means that we 
will become more and more 
aligned with God’s purposes.  
Then we will only need to adjust 
our focus, rather than our basic 
alignment, as we consciously 
reconnect with him.  And as Esther 
de Waal says about St Benedict:

  ‘he is telling me that 
ordinariness is the path, he 
is showing me that God lies 
close at hand, and that I can 
be constantly aware of his 
presence, wherever I am and 
whatever I am doing.’ (Seeking 
God p.80)

Let’s try it and see!

Passionate Personal Spirituality

I will cultivate silence in my life:  
I won’t automatically turn on the 
radio or iTunes.

I will practise spending five minutes 
a day alone in silence with God.

Each evening, I will talk to God about 
the high & low points of my day.

On days when I’m at my desk at 
lunchtime, I’ll visit the Sacred 
Space website.

On Sundays I will re-read the Bible 
passages read in church, and 
reflect on them.

I will go on a weekend retreat this 
year.

I’ll phone my brother at least once 
a month.

I’ll cut down on takeaway meals.

I’ll go to bed by 11pm on 
weekdays.

I’ll investigate an intermediate 
pottery course.

Pioneering Faith Communities

I’ll go to the 10.30am service at St 
M’s.

I’ll ask if I can try doing a reading.

I’ll help with hospitality for the 
next Alpha course.

APPenDIX
An example of a personal Rule of Life

I’ll find out about volunteering at 
the Basics Bank.

I will use News in the Pews to help 
me pray for people & events in the 
parish.

I’ll start giving to the church by 
Standing Order.

Prophetic Global Citizenship

I’ll get rid of clothes I’m not likely 
to wear again.

I’ll turn the heating & hot water 
down a bit this winter.

I’ll get the local paper every week 
and actively respond to issues I 
feel strongly about, instead of just 
being negative.

I’ll try to car-share to get to work 
conferences.

I’ll try to pay off my credit card 
debt within six months, then clear 
it every month.

I’ll keep an eye on my neighbours 
(especially Ron & Mary) and help if 
I can.

When colleagues tell me their 
troubles, I’ll tell them how God 
has helped and comforted me, and 
offer to pray for them.

I’ll re-start my giving to TEAR Fund.
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