
The week of the First Sunday in Lent: February 22
nd

 2015 

 

 

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’: 

‘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 ‘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). 

 

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? 

 

 

 


