Leading Meetings: A Contemplative Approach
The "liturgy for discernment" is a process for group meetings. The word liturgy comes from the Greek word leitourgia, which means "the work of the people." In the Christian tradition this word has usually referred to worship but can also be understood more broadly as the way in which we gather in the presence of God. Discernment is the process of listening for the voice of God. The "liturgy for discernment" is a communal practice that invites us to deeper cooperation with the Spirit in the midst of the work of ministry.

This liturgy was originally designed for people engaged in youth ministry but it can also be used whenever Christians gather to do the work of God. The liturgy changes the tone and spirit in which the "business" of ministry is done. The liturgy invites an atmosphere of prayer and listening rather than efficiency and productivity. In typical church board or committee meetings emphasis is on accomplishing tasks. In this process emphasis is placed on deepening relationships—with oneself, others and the Spirit of God. 

Here is a step-by-step description of the movements within this process. 

1. Ritual
As people gather to meet there is an opening ritual. This should be a simple activity that draws the attention of the group to the presence of God. This could be a song, a moment of silence, or the lighting of a candle. The ritual consecrates the meeting, changing the context from ordinary time and space to sacred time and space. The ritual announces to the group, "We are coming into an awareness of the presence of God." We avoid pastoral prayers or other rituals that rely on the gifts of only one person. The ritual should be repeatable no matter who is in attendance. This ritual should last no longer than a couple of minutes.

2. Relating
This is a time for building relationships among the community. Each member of the group is asked, "How are you?" Each person than has two to three minutes to check-in. This is a time of deep listening, of attending to one another. We listen without interrupting or commenting. The check-in question could be: "How is your life with your family?" or "What is your hope as you come here tonight?" This time is valuable because it allows people to "drop" whatever baggage or turbulence they may be carrying within themselves (joys or anxieties). In this way the sharing helps create more space within them to pray and focus on the work of the group. 

3. Receiving
After listening to one another we turn our attention more fully to God. This is a time of prayerful listening - full attentiveness to the Spirit of God within and among us. There are two different forms of prayer that are used interchangeably at this level: 
A. Lectio Divina
* A short passage of scripture is selected. The passage can either be chosen from the lectionary, the curriculum that is being used with the youth group, or selected specifically for the meeting. 

* One person explains the process of Lectio Divina to the group (if there are new members or the group is unfamiliar with the prayer). Make sure you tell the group how long the silence will last. 

* The group is then invited into prayer. There is a time of silence to help people enter into prayer. 

* The leader slowly reads the passage aloud two times. 

* There are five to ten minutes of silence. 

* The leader then invites the group to draw their attention back to the group. 

B. Awareness Examen 

* The leader explains the prayer to the group and how long the silences will last. 

* The group is then invited into a time of silent prayer. 

* The leader then says, "Think about our last gathering with young people. For what moment am I most grateful?”
* Allow a few minutes of silence. 

* The leader says, "Think about our last gathering with youth. For what moment am I least grateful?" 

* Allow a few minutes of silence. 

* The leader then invites the group to draw their attention back to the group. 

4. Ruminating
In this movement the group takes time to listen to what each person noticed during the prayer time. If the group has prayed Lectio Divina the leader might say something like, "I'd like to invite you to share the word that came to you in the prayer and any other insights that came to you." If the group does the Awareness Examen the leader might say something like, "I'd like to invite each of us to share what came to us in the prayer, one moment where we were grateful and one moment where we were least grateful." Allow each person to speak without interruptions or commenting. Listen to how God is speaking to the group.

5. Reflecting
The group then takes time to reflect on their call. In this movement the focus shifts from individual sharing to a focus on group identity and group purpose. Someone asks the following question to the group: "Given all that we've heard and shared what is God's call to us?" The group then has an open conversation, allowing silence between each speaker. This is a moment for the group to remember its call and reflect on new words or insights that have been received. This should take anywhere from five to ten minutes.

6. Responding
The group then begins to address the business items on the agenda. It is important that as the group moves into the business that the leader reminds the group to continue to be aware of the prayer and sharing that has occurred.

7. Returning
This is a closing prayer where the group returns their attention to the Spirit of God. Prayers of gratitude, intercession and blessing may be offered.
See below for samples meetings outlines created by Mark Tittley at igniteYOUTH.

A Contemplative Staff Meeting – Sample 1
1. Ritual

Welcome the team members

Engage in a ritual practice: ie. lighting of a candle, listen to a song

2. Relating

Ask each person to share where they are at (2 minutes each) – allow a few moments of silence between each person’s sharing. Ask questions like:

* How are you doing?

* What are the concerns you are carrying?

3. Receiving

The Awareness Examen: Ministry Check Up. Think back over the last week of ministry: 

* What things allowed God’s grace to flow in our midst? 

* What things blocked God’s grace from flowing in our midst?

4. Ruminating

Lectio Divina: Mark 4:35-41

Read through the passage slowly a couple of times – spend 10 minutes in silence asking God to reveal a key word or phrase to you. Ask: 

* What is God saying to you?

5. Reflecting

In light of what we have received: 

* What is God calling us to do? Differently, more or more specifically?

Let’s bring this spirit into the next section.

6. Responding

Deal with issues on the agenda and arising out of the time together. Ask questions like: 

* What ministry issues do we need to focus on today?

* What arose during our time together today?

* What is left unfinished?

* What news things are ahead of us?

7. Returning

Close with prayers of gratitude, intercession and blessing

A Contemplative Staff Meeting  – Sample 2
1. Ritual

The Jesus Prayer: Jesus Christ, Son of God, Have mercy on me a sinner
2. Relating

Ask each person to share where they are at (2 minutes each) – allow a few moments of silence between each sharing. Use questions like:

* How are you doing?

* What are the concerns you are carrying?

3. Receiving

Guided Meditation: The Parable of the Prodigal Son 

4. Ruminating

Practice Lectio Divina on Isaiah 43:16-21

This is what God says, the God who builds a road right through the ocean, who carves a path through pounding waves, The God who summons horses and chariots and armies—they lie down and then can't get up; they're snuffed out like so many candles: "Forget about what's happened; don't keep going over old history. Be alert, be present. I'm about to do something brand-new. It's bursting out! Don't you see it? There it is! I'm making a road through the desert, rivers in the badlands. Wild animals will say 'Thank you!'—the coyotes and the buzzards—Because I provided water in the desert, rivers through the sun-baked earth, Drinking water for the people I chose, the people I made especially for myself, a people custom-made to praise me.

Read through the passage slowly a couple of times– spend 10 minutes in silence asking God to reveal a key word or phrase to you. Ask: 

* What is God saying to you?

5. Reflecting

In light of what you have received,  

* What is God calling you to do? Differently, more or more specifically?

Let’s bring this attitude of attending to God and each other into the rest of our planning meeting.

6. Responding

Deal with issues on the agenda and arising out of the time together. Ask questions like: 

* What ministry issues do we need to focus on today?

* What arose during our time together today?

* What is left unfinished?

* What news things are ahead of us?

7. Returning

Close with prayers of gratitude, intercession and blessing
A Contemplative Process for Planning a Term

The following process describes how to go about planning ahead for a term of youth ministry. It begins with a time of inviting God to be present in the process, it gives the team members a chance to connect properly, to reflect on what transformation is taking place in the ministry and what is hindering or helping transformation and then seeks to discern what God is saying about the future of the ministry. This then leads into a time of planning specific events for the term based on the insights gleaned in the group process just experienced.

1. Connect with God

The first step in the process is to engage in some corporate ritual that aligns the group members with God who is already present, but must become the focus of attention if the planning is to be led by God. This could be done by lighting a candle as a symbolic act of welcoming the light of the world to be with the group process, or by using some multimedia clip that focuses attention on the presence of God or by a time of prayer and reflection on God who desires to lead his people into all truth. An appropriate scripture reading should also be used.

2. Connect with Each Other

Each person should be given an opportunity to share where they are at personally - this allows each person to share an update of their concerns or joys and will raise any hidden agendas or feelings that group members are carrying. This will also serve to force each person to speak at the outset of the planning time which will make it easier for them to speak at a later stage. It also will serve to express a desire on the part of leadership to have everyone contribute to the planning time and not just a select few.

3. Connect with the Word

Lead into a time of reflection on the Word that will prepare the team for the time of planning. As an example, you could share a first-person story from the life of Peter which will lead into a time of reflection on what caused transformation in his life. The leader should tell the story of Peter as if they are Peter telling his life story. The main focus is to share examples of Peter from before Pentecost and after Pentecost and then ask the group to reflect on what caused transformation in Peter’s life. Here are some events than can be drawn from:

* Jesus Calls Peter to Follow Him - Matthew 4:18-20

* Peter Walks on the Water - Matthew 14:25‑33

* Peter Confesses Faith in Jesus - Matthew 16:13‑17

* Peter Corrects Jesus - Matthew 16:21-23

* Peter Advises Jesus at the Transfiguration - Matthew 17:1-4

* Peter Defends Jesus in the Garden - John 18:10‑11

* Peter Denies Jesus at the Trial - Matthew 26:69-75

* Peter Decides to Leave the Faith - John 21:2‑3

* Peter is Restored by Jesus - John 21:15-17

* Peter Preaches at Pentecost - Acts 2:14, 37-38

* Peter Heals a Lame Beggar - Acts 3:1-8

* Peter Defends His Faith - Acts 4:1-21

* Peter Writes Two Letters - 1 & 2 Peter

4. Connect with the Ministry

The facilitator should lead the group in a time of reflecting on transformation that is taking place in their ministry. The following questions should be used:

A. What transformation is happening in our ministry?

B. What is helping transformation?

C. What is hindering transformation?

D. What key insights have surfaced? 

It is ideal to use butcher paper and add the insights that are shared by each person on to the paper which is stuck to the wall. This will allow the insights to stay in front of the group and will cause them to continue to guide the planning session. 

Another option to use in this section is to do a SWOT analysis of the current ministry – focus on current Strengths and Weaknesses and then future Opportunities and Threats. This should then lead into an identification of the key issues that the process raises and which need to be given special attention. Once again, the insights should be kept in front of the group as far as possible.

5. Connect with the Schedule
The next phase of the meeting is to plan the coming term or whatever period of time is being focused on. Before the planning the leader must do their homework by looking ahead at the coming term to identify any key events that must be focused on, when school holidays and public holidays occur, what special events have been scheduled for the youth ministry or from the wider church calendar. The leaders should print out a planning template that lists all the dates that need to be planned – for example:

Friday Night Events

20 July 

27 July

3 August

etc

The focus of this planning time is to plan the main focus of each event and not to get lost in too many details. A follow-up planning time can be arranged or specific events can be delegated to different individuals who can plan in events in greater detail.

6. Connect with God

At the end of the planning time, it is vital to seal the time of planning by spending time praying for the coming term. Ask God to continue to guide the team as they put feet to what has been planned and bring any new insights or needed changes to the program in the weeks that lie ahead.

Exercises for Contemplative Staff Meetings

1. Examen of Most and Least

Reflect on the last day in terms of the "least" and "most" moments you experienced:
saddest - happiest

most confusing - most clarifying

on the wrong path - journeying towards wholeness
most frustrating - least frustrating

least friendship-building moment - most companion-edifying time

least sure of God - most aware of God

most afraid - most secure

most outraged - most amused
2. Daily Examen

A. Ask God to help you identify the moment today for which you are most grateful. Recall that moment in as much detail as possible. What made it so special? "For what moment today am I most grateful?"

B. Ask God to help you identify the moment today for which you are least grateful. Recall that moment. What made it so difficult? "For what moment today am I least grateful?

C. Follow this with "When did I feel most alive today? When did I most feel life draining out of me today?"

D. Try to keep the Daily Examen as consistently as possible. At regular intervals look back over your journal entries:
* What do you notice? Any patterns? Themes?

* What might these writings be telling you about how God is speaking to you?

* What do these writings suggest about your identity? Your purpose? Your direction?


3. Lectio Divina on Life

The purpose to apply a method of prayerful reflection to a life/work incident (instead of to a scripture passage) 

A. Listening for the Gentle Touch of Christ the Word

* Each person quiets the body and mind: relax, sit comfortably but alert, close eyes, attune to breathing... 

* Each person gently reviews events, situations, sights, encounters that have happened since the beginning of the retreat/or during the last month at work. 

B. Gently Ruminating, Reflecting

* Each person allows the self to focus on one such offering. 

- Recollect the setting, sensory details, sequence of events, etc. 

- Notice where the greatest energy seemed to be evoked. Was there a turning point or shift? 

- In what ways did God seem to be present? To what extent was I aware then? Now? 

C. Prayerful Consecration, Blessing

* Use a word or phrase from the Scriptures to inwardly consecrate - to offer up to God in prayer - the incident and interior reflections. Allow God to accept and bless them as your gift.

D. Accepting Christ's Embrace; Silent Presence to the Lord

* Remain in silence for some period.

E. Sharing our Lectio Experience with Each Other

* The leader calls the group back into “community.” 

* All share briefly (or remain in continuing silence).

4. Group Lectio Divina
A. Listening for the Gentle Touch of Christ the Word

* One person reads the passage of scripture (twice), as others listen for a segment meaningful to them. 

* Silence for 1-2 minutes – each person hears and silently repeats a word or phrase that attracts. 

* Sharing aloud: A word or phrase that has attracted each person – without elaboration.

B. How Christ the Word speaks to Me

* Second reading of same passage by another person. 

* Silence for 2-3 minutes. Reflect on “Where does the content of this reading touch my life today?” 

* Sharing aloud: Briefly: “I hear, I see...”

C. What Christ the Word Invites me to Do

* Third reading by another person. 

* Silence for 2-3 minutes. Reflect on “I believe that God wants me to . . . . . . today/this week.” 

* Sharing aloud: at somewhat greater length the results of each one's reflection. Be especially aware of what is shared by the person to your right.
* After full sharing, pray for the person to your right. 

5. The Listening Prayer Process

A. When you are ready, quiet yourself and examine your heart. Ask the Lord to speak to you through it. 

B. Ask the Lord to protect you, in Jesus name, from deception.

C. Ask him to speak clearly in a way that you can understand and to confirm anything he shared with you in Scripture.

D. Then write down your question for prayer. 

E. Then pause. This is where you wait and listen. The Lord has much to say to you. . He may direct you to another passage from Scripture. He may share a tender word. Write down whatever you feel he may be saying to you.

Here are questions to help you tune in to the voice of God. Use them to listen to what God is saying to you.

Set 1

* Are there ways in which I have offended you?

* What can I do to keep from offending you in future?

* Is there anything you’d like to share with me?

Set 2

* Lord, what fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5) or Beatitude (Matt. 5) are you working on in my life right now?

* Lord, what would hinder that fruit from growing as it should?

* Lord, what would nurture its growth?
Set 3

* Lord, you reveal yourself in the Scriptures in so many ways: God the Shepherd, the Lamb, the Lion, the King, the Servant, the Pillar of Fire and so many more. Which revelation of you do you have for me today? Why do I need that image of you today?

* Lord, what filters or false beliefs would distort my image of you today? Are there ways that I regard you which our hindering our friendship? What truth do you want to bring that would remove that filter / falsehood?
6. Jesus Prayer - The Prayer of the Heart

This was a prayer of the early Christian community: "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, have mercy on me, a sinner." Or "Lord, have mercy."

The prayer called the "Jesus Prayer" is an ancient prayer, also called the "Prayer of the Heart." It is based on the biblical prayer of the tax collector, "God be merciful to me, a sinner" (Luke 18:13) and the earliest confession of the Christian church," Jesus is Lord". The long form is, "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, have mercy on me, a sinner." The short form is "Lord, have mercy" . This short form is also known as "The Kyrie Eleison," which is often sung in worship.

Henri Nouwen writes this about the Prayer of the Heart: "This way of simple prayer, when we are faithful to it and practice it at regular times, slowly leads us to an experience of rest and opens us to God's active presence. Moreover, we can take this prayer with us into a very busy day. When, for instance, we have spent twenty minutes in the early morning sitting in the presence of God with the words "The Lord is my Shepherd" they may slowly build a little nest for themselves in our heart and stay there for the rest of our busy day. Even while we are talking, studying, gardening, or building, the prayer can continue in our heaert and keep us aware of God's ever-present guidance. The discipline is not directed toward coming to a deeper insight into what it means that God is called our Shepherd, but toward coming to the inner experience of God's shepherding action in whatever we think, say or do." Henri Nouwen, The Way of the Heart, pp. 82-83.
7. Breath Prayer

This is a contemporary version of the Jesus Prayer. In Hebrew the words for breath and spirit are the same word, ruach. A breath prayer, when used over time, can help us to experience what it means in Romans 8: 26-27 for "the Spirit to pray in us." It is a short prayer that can be said or thought in a single breath. Here's a way to develop your own breath prayer: 

Imagine Jesus standing in front of you, asking you, "What do you want me to do for you?" Go deep inside yourself and allow your response to emerge from that place of profound hope and prayer. If several things emerge, try to identify the root desire beneath all the others.

Now identify a name that you normally use for God in prayer. It might be Lord, Jesus, Almighty One, Spirit of God, Most Holy God. Find your name for the divine being.

Combine your desire with your name for God in a single short phrase that flows easily in your mind. You may need to experiment with phrasing to find a comfortable rhythm.

Sit quietly and repeat the phrase gently in your mind for several minutes. Allow the prayer to take on the shape of your breathing so that the words accompany your every breath.

Take a walk, repeating your prayer while you move. Note how the prayer shapes your perceptions. Allow the prayer to accompany the rhythm of your walking and your breathing. 

This prayer can be carried with you through the day. It is a good companion for solitary activities like doing chores, frustrating times like sitting in traffic jams and rhythmic exercises like running, swimming or bicycling.

Sample breath prayers include:

Holy Spirit, fill me.

Give me strength, O Christ.

Father, show me your love.

Teach me patience, gracious God.

My God and my All. (Saint Francis)

Come, Lord Jesus!

8. Guided Prayer of Presence

This prayer is best done at a gentle pace with plenty of time to prepare for and experience God's presence. It is conducive to a "guided" experience with another person reading or the use of a recording. Eventually, the process can be committed to memory for a self-guided prayer of presence.

Find a posture that allows you to be relaxed and alert. It helps to have your neck and spine aligned. Close your eyes and breathe deeply several times. Consciously release any muscle tension you become aware of. Breathe in peace, breathe out tension.

Relax your mind. If particular thoughts keep returning, gather them up and give them to God to hold for you during this time. You can take them back later if you want.

Turn your attention to God's presence. Let yourself be fully aware of the mystery of divine love that continually surrounds and upholds us. God is breathing life into you at each moment; take in the gift.

Let God's presence fill your consciousness, and simply rest in this presence -- just as you might with someone you love dearly and feel no need to speak to, just to be with. Let yourself be like a small child cradled in the lap of a trusted adult; or perhaps gently supported in an ocean of light; or enfolded in a peaceful warmth. Let yourself be held in God's tender embrace; rest and soak up the love that holds you.

Close your prayer by thanking God for God's presence.
9. Daily Examen

This way of making a Daily Examen has three points, and you may make your focus either the past, the present, or the future. Its duration can be anything from 30 seconds to 30 minutes. 

A. Thank

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

Gratefully recall God’s threefold relationship with me:
As the Mystery in whom I live, and move, and have my very being, that is present and acting in my life
Through God as Word in Jesus Christ now Risen
And by God as Spirit, God’s loving gifted to me
B. Notice

(1) Review the past day - Accept honestly what has happened today.

or

(2) Inview the present moment - Become aware of my present mood or feeling.

or

(3) Preview tomorrow - Be available and ready for what will be tomorrow.

Take note of your exterior behaviour and your interior motives, noting especially: 

(1) What I desire? And why?             

(2) What I desire to desire? And why?

C. Respond

Renew your response to your personal calling from God through Christ. Commit to continue your part in his Mission. Commit to do this within your shared Christian life of a faith in God, lived in love for others, and in hope for the future of our world.
10. Franciscan Reading

Although not a direct product of the teachings of Francis of Assisi, Franciscan reading contains qualities of Franciscan spirituality such as spontaneity, action, love, praise, beauty, and delight in creation. Similar to Ignatian reflections, Franciscan reading uses the same mental process of entering the text. 

For practice, the reader could use Isaiah 53 in the Bible. To help the reader enter into the message and reflect on Jesus' sacrificial death on the cross, the Franciscan method tells the reader to take actions such as holding a model of the cross with Jesus on it and gaze upon the details of the crucified body. Look through the day's newspaper and find places in the world where people are suffering. Perhaps compose a poem or paint a picture to capture the feelings and thoughts. Immerse oneself in the entire experience with prayer asking God to make the reader an instrument of peace in the lives of those who are suffering. 

The reader is encouraged to make sure they don't use up all of the options for formative reading and might want to use the fruit if the spirit (Galatians 5:22-23) as a lens through which to read and to ask how a particular passage might deepen love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self control into their life. Using what has come to be called the Fivefold Question: 

1. What does this passage say about God's nature? 

2. What does it say about human nature? 

3. What does it say about how God relates to people? 

4. What does it say about how I might pray? 

5. What does it suggest about how I might act?

The important part of any method is adopting an underlying attitude of openness and a seeking for the truth. By praying for a "spiritual mind" that is obedient, faithful to the historic Christian tradition, Christ centered and personal. Separated from these foundational commitments, any method becomes mere technique. With them and through them, methods of reading scripture can become a true means of grace. 

11. Focussing

Focusing is a way of loving God with your whole self. It provides new meaning and fresh perspective - a body language rich for spiritual growing. It is a natural skill, that many of us have to learn to access. It’s a way of being in touch with how we carry important issues inside ourselves, of listening to our body with compassion, of noticing how we feel and then conversing with those feelings, and listening to what they have to say to us, accepting their story and befriending what’s going on inside.  Instead of relying only on our ability to think things through, analyse and control what’s happening, we listen to what’s happening within. There are six basic movements in focusing:
A. Clearing a space

Become quiet and relaxed. Come into your body by noticing your breathing - in and out, sounds and sighs.  Become aware of your physical body sitting on the chair, your feet, chest, neck, head.  Imagine a ladder going from your head down into your chest/stomach area and let yourself climb down.  Notice what it feels like. What comes there, when you ask a question like - “How is my life going?  Is there anything that feels like it especially needs my attention right now?”  OR a statement like “I am really feeling alive right now” - can trigger off reactions or feelings within.  When something comes, stand back from it, acknowledge it with a “hello” , then allow some space between you and it, and ask if there is anything else needing attention right now.  Usually there are several things. (Encourage the directee to tell you what's happening, so you know when to move on with each stage.)

B. Felt Sense

From among what came in step 1, select one personal problem or issue to focus on.   Ask if it is okay to be with this for a moment, then stand back and take a moment to get a sense of how all of the problem/issue feels inside. (If the answer is “no” as in too painful or scary perhaps, stay with the “no” and hold that.)  Let yourself feel the unclear/fuzzy sense of “all of that”.  It’s partly a matter of shutting up for a change to listen and feel.

C. Handle 

What is the quality of this unclear felt sense or a word that might describe it?  A word like tight, heavy, scary, helpless, stuck may come, or an image or phrase from the felt sense itself, like “have to perform”, “trapped with no way out”. (I once had a picture of a tightly wound up watch spring, when focusing on a frustrating issue in my life).

D. Resonating 

Go back and forth between the felt sense and the word, phrase or image, checking to see that they resonate together or ‘fit/match/connect just right’.  Does ........ (what you said) fit/connect right with how you are feeling?

E. Asking

Use the question that best fits what is said. “What makes the whole problem so  _____________?” or “what is it about that whole thing, that touches or moves me?” Or ask the feeling, “How do you need me to be with you?  Is there anything you need me to know?  What would it take for this to feel okay? Be with the felt sense until a ‘shift’ takes place, a slight ‘give’ or release.  (Perhaps a headache or tension you were aware of fades, breathing becomes easier or a winding down of the watch spring releases pressure, as in my case.)  If the mind rushes in with mental answers, go back to the ‘handle’ to ‘feel’ the problem again.

F. Receiving /Nuturing Period

Receive whatever comes in a friendly way.  Be gentle with it, and stay with it as long as you need to.  If you need to stop due to time, promise to return to it at a later time if it needs more of your attention. Thank it for being there with you.  A sure sign of focusing is that it will feel good - even if a felt shift did not take place.  It's being friendly and kind to yourself, accepting both negative and positive as valued learning experience.

12. Ignatian contemplation 

This is an approach to meditation that is similar to Lectio Divina in that you read Scripture by reflecting, listening, and responding.  But it is distinctive in its focus on Jesus in the gospels and its special use of imagination and the senses so that we hear, see, smell, taste, and feel everything in the passage. Ignatius’ approach moves gently and personally through seven steps:

A. Silence. Quiet yourself and focus your conscious awareness on God’s loving presence. 

B. Gospel. Read the selected gospel passage. Focus on Jesus and notice details. 

C. Pick a place in the story. Find the place in the story that you need to be.  Stand in the place of the character you identify with, be an observer, or companion someone in the story. 

D. Petition. Ask the Lord for what you need from him in your time of contemplation. 

E. Enter the story. Re-read the story. Use your all your senses – see, hear, touch, smell, taste – to re-create the story with you in it. 

F. Listen. Stay in the story as you wait for God to show you (in pictures) or tell you (in words) what this passage means for you personally. 

G. Respond.  Talk to God about what he’s revealed to you. 

13. Guided Meditation on the Parable of the Prodigal Son

Imagine the younger brother, the prodigal son, speaking to you.

I did the unthinkable. I wished my father was dead-at least, I asked for my share of the inheritance, an action tantamount to desiring my father's death. Actually I never thought my father would agree, but he did! I couldn't wait to get as far away from home as I could, and the sooner the better, so a few days later I left.

To make a long, miserable story short, let's just say I squandered everything. Desperate, I did another unthinkable thing: I got a job caring for pigs. Me! A Jewish boy who would never think of getting near a pig! If anyone had seen me, they would have known I was lost. I was without religion, without heritage, without home.

Coming to my senses, I thought, "Maybe just maybe my father would take me back as a servant." Again I was doing the unthinkable-going home where I would most certainly be rejected. I had my apology ready and I rehearsed it many times over the miles.

One morning I thought that I would reach my former home by afternoon. In late morning, however, I saw a man running toward me. Jewish men never run in public, so I really wondered what could be the cause. As I got closer, the man looked like my father.

Could it really be him? I didn't have long to wonder because the man hesitated just long enough to get a good look at my face, then threw his arms around me and repeatedly hugged and kissed me. "My son! My son!" he repeated, tears streaming down his face.

I could not have been more surprised had my father swung me around in the air, the way he did when I was a small child. And that's just the way I felt-like a small child safe again in his father's arms. Suddenly I remembered my prepared speech and began, "Father, I have sinned against you." My father really wasn't listening, though. He was too busy telling his servants, who had come panting along behind him, to bring me sandles, a robe, and ring. "Quickly! Quickly!" he kept saying. It was as if I couldn't be reinstated into my family and my village soon enough.

Imagine! I was given shoes, meaning my father was not going to let me be a servant. A robe was thrown over my shoulders to indicate I was a member of the propertied household. And was my father delirious with his delight in seeing me? He couldn't be giving me the family signet ring, could he? After all, I had squandered half his money. Why would he entrust me with his ring that he used in business transactions? How could he trust that I wouldn't squander whatever money the family had?

I smelled roasting beef, and before I knew what was happening I was the honored guest at my father's feast. I felt so small, yet so honored; so ashamed, but so happy to be with my father again; so unworthy, but so unconditionally loved.

Imagine yourself in my place, and imagine your father being God. You've sinned against God, you don't deserve all the gifts God gives you, and yet God continually loves you unconditionally. You could never be bad enough to make God stop loving you. You could never be good enough to deserve God's lavish attention. 

Talk to God the way I talked to my father. Ask for forgiveness, thank God for all the gifts you have, and enjoy hearing over and over again about God's love for you. Let yourself bask in the knowledge that God is crazy about you. You are really a "spoiled" child of God. Spend a few minutes silently reflecting on God's unconditional love and undivided attention. Imagine that you are a "spoiled" child of God.

14. The Priestly Blessing

Numbers 6:24-26

God bless you and keep you, 

God smile on you and gift you, 

God look you full in the face and make you prosper.
