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I grew up in the 1950‘s and 60‘s in  a small suburb of New Haven Connecticut known as 

Westville, right behind the Yale Golf Course, where I‘d go sledding in the winter and roam the 

woods all spring and summer.  Westville was known as the Golden Ghetto.  It was built during 

the post WWII housing boom, when Connecticut farmland was quickly giving way to streets 

filled with the homes of upwardly mobile families, many of them Jewish.  I went to a two-story 

red brick grammar school, known as the Davis Street School.  It had a larger corner stone 

marked 1918, which seemed like a prehistoric date, except that it was the year my father was 

born, and he didn‘t seem ancient to me when he died at age 27, when I was four years old.  The 

school district had a large number of Jewish students and teachers that schools were closed on 

the two major Jewish holidays, Rosh Hashona and Yom Kippur.  Yet every morning after the 

principal‘s announcements on the loudspeaker and the Pledge of Allegiance, all  students in 

every class stood by beside our desks and said the Lord‘s Prayer in unison, led by our teachers.  

Today I would regard this as a violation of church and state, since we went to a public school.  

When I was 6 or 7 or 8 or 9 or 10, I didn‘t think much about it.  I just recited the words along 

with other students.   

 Our Father, which art in heaven, 

Hallowed be thy Name. 

Thy Kingdom come.  

Thy will be done in earth,  

As it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread. 

And forgive us our trespasses, 

As we forgive them that trespass against us.  

And lead us not into temptation,  

But deliver us from evil.  

For thine is the kingdom, 

The power, and the glory, 

For ever and ever. 

Amen. 

 

The Lord‘s Prayer appears in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, 6: 9-13, where Jesus is 

responding to one of his disciples who had asked him how to pray.  Probably written by a 

learned Jew and one of its central themes is: don‘t  pray ostentatiously.  But my intention today 

is not to offer interpretation or scholarship, but to introduce you to and engage you in a form of 

nonostentatious—and mostly silent--prayer known as ―Lectio Divina‖ (Latin for divine reading).  

Lectio Divina treats scripture not as text to be studied but as a means to find communion with 

God by opening ourselves to the Living Word.  It is a highly personal method of reading, 



listening, and responding to our sacred texts.  So let me offer some personal reflections about my 

childhood reactions that came to me over the last few days when I was thinking about the words 

of the Lord‘s Prayer, which is especially inscribed in my heart now after Dolly‘s amazing 

rendition.    

―Our father, who art in heaven,‖ must have sounded pretty good to me as a grammar school boy.  

What did I have against an old man with a beard up there.  Seemed more stable and secure than 

my real father, who drove his car into a bridge one morning and never came home.   

―Hallowed be thy name‖ :  that sounded fine as well.  I had no idea what the word hallowed 

meant, but later I learned the origins of sanctifying God‘s name.  I learned that Jews are stuck in 

the paradox of insisting that God cannot be seen or represented or given a name.  But somehow 

we have to call him or her or it something.  That is why orthodox Jews say ―Baruch HaShem.‖  

Blessed be the name.  This seems to get around the problem of naming God by simply blessing 

the name, whatever it might be that can‘t be uttered …. Go figure.     

―Thy Kingdom come, thy will be done.‖  I didn‘t know much about ―Kingdoms‖ in grammar 

school.  I didn‘t much care (and still don‘t care) whether the Messiah had come and was coming 

again or whether he had yet to come.  But I yearned for a stable world where God‘s power 

insured order here on the earth below as in the heavens above.  

But the words of the Lord‘s Prayer that stood out to me then and remain me now are : 

―Give us this day our daily bread.‖  ―Forgive us‖  And ―forever‖  My father‘s death had shattered 

my childhood and seemed to put my very existence in jeopardy.  Being given bread every day, 

Forgiveness for whatever I had done wrong to make him go away,  and having these things last  

Forever  seemed like good things to pray for as a child.  They still do.   

I was introduced to Lectio Divina in an unexpected way.  Last April I was at a conference in 

Berkeley on medical humanities—that strange oxymoronic term for teaching and scholarship of 

the humanities in medicine, which is how I make my daily bread, not being on God‘s payroll at 

the moment.  Marilyn McEntrye  was talking from a book she had recently published entitled 

―Patient Poets.‖  She begins with a William Carlos William stanza:  

―It is difficult 

to get the news from poems 

yet men die miserably every day  

for lack  

of what is found there.‖ 

 

It is sometimes said that every sorrow can be born if they can be turned into a story. Marilyn was 



making the important point that our tendency to turn disease or trauma into stories to make sense 

of them runs into a problem: ―life isn‘t story.  Things don‘t happen in logical sequence or unfold 

along well-constructed plot lines. …..  You have to let go of the expectations you bring to story.  

You have to accept and dwell in ambiguities that do not resolve themselves immediately, let 

possibly multiple  meanings emerge  . . . This I understood—we all tell cover stories, news 

stories about our lives to ward off uncertainty and vulnerability to what we can‘t control.  But 

why isn‘t news enough to live on?  What is missing? What essential life ingredients are found in 

poetry and in sacred texts?      

Toward the end of the conference, I told Marilyn that I was really taken with her emotionally and 

spiritually open way of reading and responding to poetry.  One of the occupational hazards of 

being a professor is to think too much and feel too little (I know that academia is not alone in 

this. In fact, let me ask you to ask yourself: are you prone to thinking too much and feeling too 

little? Now ask yourself again.  If your answer is no, I would suggest that you are deceiving 

yourself).  Lack of integration of head and heart is pervasive among us.  It is not a good recipe 

for patient care or for relationships in general.  It allows a false sense of intellectual or verbal 

control to close off emotional connection and openness to the unknown.  Being closed to 

uncertainty or multiple meanings or empathy or intimacy limits our growth as religious and 

spiritual beings.  In my view, one of the primary goals of emotional and spiritual growth is to 

find ways to integrate what we know in our heads with what we know in our hearts.  The fruits 

of this work can be stronger relationships, greater compassion, and – the goal of Lectio Divina—

more direct communion with God.     

I asked Marilyn where she had learned the habit of such openness to poetry.  ―Lectio Divina‖ she 

said.  That‘s when I first learned the term and when it dawned on me that I might introduce the 

practice of Lectio into this proclamation.  Lectio is an ancient Benedictine form of contemplative 

prayer.  While it  literally means divine reading in Latin, it is sometimes translated as ‗meditative 

reading‘ or ‗spiritual reading‘ but is better called ―Prayer of the Listening Heart‖ because most of 

the people who used this method in the early Christian Church (including the monks) couldn‘t 

read but listened to the priests who read the sacred texts aloud.  Marilyn practices this 

increasingly common method of contemplative prayer as part of her church community, and I 

know that Laura is well versed it in. 

Her approach to words is informed with the understanding that God spoke and the world came to 

be, that ―In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.‖ 

(John 1:1)   

Words are electric, words create worlds, they create consciousness, words ill- or maliciously 

spoken can also do tremendous damage.  But words, and especially Sacred Words, have the 

potential to bring us into communion with Christ or with God or with Nature or with whatever 

name you have for what is ultimately real.  This is the inspiration of  Lectio Divina, which as we 

will see, consists of three careful repetitions of selected lines from Scripture, each  followed by 



silence and personal contemplation.   It asks us to listen for the still small voice of God, the 

―faint murmuring sound‖ which is God‘s voice touching our hearts.  The key to Lectio Divina is 

not found in correct interpretation, as if there were only one, but in feeling your way to God 

through the Word.  The momentary and potentially transformational experience of the living 

Christ.        

References to the importance of listening and hearing are plentiful in the Hebrew Bible and the 

New Testament.  The watchword of the Jewish people, the closest thing Jews have to a creed is 

our most prominent declaration:  Sh’maYisrael Adonai Elohenu Adonai Echod.  Hear O 

Israel, the Lord is Our God the Lord is One.  We repeat this prayer so often because we 

suspect that people were not and are not hearing or listening.  We are still checking our cell 

phones, our text messages and our emails.   Whether the obstacles to hearing God‘s word are 

ancient or modern, they are pervasive and they function psychologically as a way of avoiding 

both the emptiness of a life of individualism and materialism and the mysterious and  

overwhelming experience of God‘s presence.   Hence  Matthew and Mark  gently prefaced 

parables with ―If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear‖ and ―Whoever has ears to hear, let them 

hear.‖  

 

So, let us hear several lines from Psalm 139.  This is a Psalm very dear to me and Thelma Jean, 

especially since Reverend Jim Forbes, her pastor at Riverside Church for many years, claimed 

that reciting the 139
th

 Psalm every day for thirty days transformed his life.   

 

I am going to read lines 7-12 slowly three times.  Each time will be followed by a minute of 

silence.   

After the FIRST READING, I want you to listen with your heart open.  Let the words flow over 

you and identify a phrase that strikes you, moves you, speaks to you in a special way 

 

After the SECOND READING, listen to the passage again and ask yourself: why does this 

passage strike you now, today, in this moment of your life.   

 

After the THIRD READING, think about how you want to respond to what you feel and learn 

about this experience—what are you called to do? 

After the READINGS AND THE SILENCE, I will ask you to turn to your neighbor and briefly 

share your experience of the Lectio. 



I ask you to listen rather than read, although the words are printed on the front of the Bulletin can 

be refered to afterward.  As I mentioned early Christians in general could not read, nor could 

most of the monks in the monasteries.  Listening may make it easier to let the words flow over 

you and enter the parched places in your heart.      

 

Now break into pairs or threesomes.  Take a minute and talk to someone near you, beside you, in 

front of you, behind you.  Take turns sharing anything you‘d like to say about the exercise 

 

 

Thank you for engaging in Lectio Divina with me and for sharing your experience with others.  

Lectio Divina is not only a form of prayer, it is a spiritual practice.  Like baseball or the violin or 

writing, its fruits emerge from effort and repetition.  We all have spiritual work to do. I hope you 

have or will consider something like the Prayer of the Listening Heart, some  form of spiritual 

practice in your life that brings you closer to God, closer to yourself and your loved ones and 

your community. 

 

FINISH WITH THE PRIESTLY BENEDICTION IN HEBREW AND IN ENGLISH 

May the Lord Bless You and Keep You 

 

May the Lord be look kindly upon you and be gracious to you 

May the  Lord lift up the light of his countenance on you, and give you peace.  

 

 

 

 


