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ABSTRACT

REST FOR YOUR SOULS: EXPLORING HOMILETICAL RENEWAL 
AND LECTIO DIVINA
Under the direction of Brett Younger, Ph.D, Faculty Supervisor

Sermons are usually evaluated by how they affect hearers. While assessing the 

effect of sermons on hearers is important, preachers should pay attention to how they are 

affected by what they preach and by how they prepare to preach. This Doctor of Ministry 

thesis explored qualitatively how the weekly rhythm of writing and preaching sermons 

affects the preacher. Five preachers, who were looking to find renewed life in the 

homiletical process, introduced the practice of lectio divina into their weekly homiletical 

routine. These preachers practiced lectio divina with the biblical text from which they 

preached, for at least twenty minutes, four days a week, for five weeks. While lectio 

divina is not a homiletical panacea, all of these preachers experienced some level of 

homiletical renewal.

By examining the practices of these preachers, I gained insight into my own 

homiletical process. The primary goal of this thesis was to better understand practices, 

lectio divina and others, that would encourage my own homiletical renewal. I have a 

deep love for preaching, but I know how draining it can be. I know what it is to preach 

tired and empty. If I am to offer vibrant words from the pulpit, then I must establish



homiletical practices that are life-giving. This research has allowed me to explore such 

practices.



CHAPTER ONE 

“COME TO ME, ALL YOU THAT ARE WEARY”

After several visits at the hospital, two meetings that ran later than normal, plus 

the weekly work of preparing a Bible study, planning worship, writing a sermon, and 

time spent at the local nursing home, I was ready for the weekend. Except, there was not 

going to be a weekend. Friday would require time with the family of the deceased, and 

then later that evening, a wedding rehearsal. On Saturday, I would officiate a funeral and 

a wedding.

The funeral was at ten o’clock on Saturday morning. The family had reluctantly 

agreed to have the service at the local funeral home. Even though I prefer funerals at the 

church, I was relieved by the family’s decision since the logistics of a ten o’clock funeral 

and a two o’clock wedding are difficult at best. The funeral went well and by the time I 

returned from the internment, I had a few minutes to grab a bite of lunch. After finishing 

a turkey sandwich I left for the church, making sure I carried a wedding homily instead of 

a eulogy. The wedding went off without a hitch, and fortunately I did not confuse the 

name of the deceased with either the bride or the groom. Neither did I make any jokes 

about the similarities of funerals and weddings.

When I arrived at home I changed clothes and stretched out on the couch. I was

tired, but it was a good kind of tired. To offer God’s loving presence at two such

significant occasions was a concrete reminder that ministry mattered. After a couple of

1
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hours of trying to avoid it, I faced the reality that my work for the day was not yet done.

I had worked long and hard that week, but I had not actually written a sermon. I had read 

the text for the sermon on Tuesday and had thought about it all week, but there was 

nothing down on paper.

By one o’ clock in the morning I finished the sermon. I was done before I started. 

The long week drained me. I had nothing left. I was empty and so was the sermon. The 

sermon was so poorly written that I was hoping for an unusually small crowd in worship. 

And please, Lord, no visitors! Had it not been May, I would have prayed for snow. One 

of my mentors used to say that when his sermon was weak he would just talk louder. I 

needed to talk loud in the morning.

When I reread my sermon on Sunday morning, I was rested enough to realize that 

it was worse than I thought. When it came time to preach, I whispered a prayer, “Lord, 

have mercy on m e . . .  and them.” After worship, I thanked God that sermon was over, I 

could go home and take a nap, and my work for the day was done. I also thanked God 

there were no visitors. As I retreated to the recliner, I remembered Jesus’ invitation, 

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you 

rest” (Matthew 11:2s).1 And I thought, “Rest? Yeah, right. This whole thing starts all 

over again tomorrow.”

The Need for Homiletical Renewal 

I love preaching. I like preparing the sermon, preaching the sermon, the way I 

feel after preaching the sermon (most of the time). I even enjoy listening to sermons. I

1 Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version.
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want to be honest about my love for preaching, because there are also times when I loathe 

preaching. The speed and regularity at which Sundays occur is staggering.

When I first considered pastoral ministry, I could not imagine how someone could 

write a sermon every week. I enjoyed writing the occasional sermon as a CPE Resident, 

but found this process took too much time and energy to be done weekly. A mentor once 

explained to me that preaching every week was actually easier than preaching 

occasionally. He said, “When you are preaching to the same congregation eveiy week, 

you don’t have to try and say everything in one sermon. Preaching is an extended 

conversation because there’s always next week.” He explained that weekly preaching 

puts one into a different rhythm, “When you are preaching every week the sermon 

becomes a part of who you are, you are always working on it.” He was right.

The weekly work of preaching is easier than writing the occasional sermon. 

Because the sacred conversation between preacher and congregation is held over an 

extended period of time, there is less pressure to cover the entire gamut of Christian 

living in one sermon. The preacher does not have to “solve all the world’s problems” 

when there is always a next Sunday.

This weekly rhythm of preaching changes the preacher. The sermon becomes a 

part of you because it is always on your mind. Whether the preacher is in line at the 

grocery store, tucking the kids in bed at night, taking a walk, or at a committee meeting, 

the sermon is never far away. While this practice makes preaching easier in one way, it 

makes it difficult for the preacher to find rest from the sermon. The fictional John Ames 

explains, “When you do this sort of work, it seems to be Sunday all the time, or Saturday
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night. You just finish preparing for one week and it’s already the next week.”2 Sunday 

comes every third or fourth day for preachers. As soon as one sermon is finished it is 

time to begin again. The looming nature of the sermon takes toil even on those who love 

to preach.

The preacher’s life and work ebbs and flows. While every week is not demanding 

and hectic, most weeks present more than can be accomplished. The demands of 

ministry, combined with the unending work of preaching, can leave the preacher empty. 

Over time, the exhaustion can lead to homiletical burnout. Don, a participant in the 

project, writes:

I once heard a prominent female pastor in our conference compare the weekly 
rhythm of preparing and preaching sermons as giving birth on Sunday and getting 
pregnant again on Monday. Preaching sermons every Sunday, while often joyful, 
can flat wear a body out. A soul, too.

How the preacher deals with the perpetual task of writing sermons not only affects the

quality of the sermon, but the quality of the preacher’s life. Preachers who do not

establish the life-giving rhythms of work, study, rest, and play are likely to burnout.

For twelve years, I have written and preached sermons. While this work brings

fulfillment, it also brings exhaustion. The weekly process of writing sermons too often

drains life. My need to find life and renewal in the homiletical process is the catalyst for

this research project.

2 Marilynne Robinson, Gilead (New York: Picador, 2004), 277.

3 “Don’s” essay.
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Jesus’ invitation to rest in Matthew 11:28-30 describes a life that eludes some 

preachers. Rather than an easy yoke or a light burden, these preachers find their work 

hard and never ending. Some of these preachers equate their exhaustion and hard work 

with cross-bearing faithfulness. While ministry requires sacrifice and perseverance, is it 

possible that these preachers misunderstand the call of Jesus? Stephen Muse writes, “The 

yoke of Christ’s ministry is experienced in its purest form, as the easiest and lightest of 

all burdens, not as an imposition upon the soul from without, but as an inspiration from 

deep within.”4 While this may seem too good to be true, is it possible that Jesus’ yoke 

really is easy and that his burden is light? Have some preachers turned a deaf ear to 

Jesus’ invitation for rest?

Ministry requires diligence and grit, and the weekly writing of a sermon is hard 

work, but the yoke of Christ is not borne alone. The Holy Spirit comes alongside the 

preacher to lighten the load and ease the burden. This is not to reinforce bromides like 

“let go and let God.” Instead, the call to lighter loads and easier burdens is the 

paradoxical call of Jesus who says, “Those who lose their life for my sake will find it” 

(Matthew 10:39b). When the preacher is engaged in the yoke of Christ, the work is 

transformative, the yoke is easy and the burden is light. Patty Kirk explains, “The One 

God Sent is not our taskmaster or subjugator, and the yoke he speaks of is not the yoke of 

oppression or slavery or even of toil. Indeed, we are invited to take this yoke upon

4 J. Stephen Muse, Beside Still Waters: Restoring the Souls o f Shepherds in the 
Marketplace (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2000), 1.



ourselves not for work at all, but for rest from work.”5 Behind this research is the belief 

that preaching can be, and should be, an “easy burden.” This project explores how the 

work of preaching can be more life giving than life draining.

Introducing the Research Project

Preachers spend much of their time in Scripture looking for a sermon. Instead of

reading Scripture as a gift to be enjoyed, it is often read as a means to an end, and the end

is a sermon. Eugene Peterson captures this dilemma:

The primary organ for receiving God’s revelation is not the eye that sees but the 
ear that hears—which means that all our reading of Scripture must develop into a 
hearing of the word of God. . . .  If we reduce the Bible to a tool to be used, the 
tool builds up calluses on our hearts.6

One possible step toward homiletical renewal is helping preachers move from working

with Scripture to resting in Scripture.

The Christian practice of lectio divina is one way to rest in the sacred world of

Scripture. Kathleen Norris writes that in lectio divina, “One reads not for knowledge or

information but to enhance one’s life of faith. Thus, it is not a method but rather a type

of free-form, serious play.”7 In other words, lectio divina is the opposite of how many

preachers read Scripture. Lectio divina invites the preacher to rest in the presence of

God. Michael Casey explains, “We have to slow down our intellectual metabolism and

5 Patty Kirk, The Easy Burden o f Pleasing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2013),
91.

6 Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art o f Spiritual Reading 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 92.

7 Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary o f Faith (New York: Riverhead 
Books, 1998), 277-8.
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not expect to find quick and easy solutions . . .  It is like entering a cave. We need to give 

our eyes time to adjust to the dimmer light.”8 For centuries, lectio divina has offered the 

opportunity to experience Scripture as a sacred and renewing gift.

This qualitative case study introduced the practice of lectio divina to a group of 

preachers seeking homiletical renewal. The project participants incorporated lectio 

divina into their homiletical practice for five weeks. They practiced lectio divina with the 

biblical text from which they preached for at least twenty minutes for four days each 

week. The participants wrote essays about their need for homiletical renewal, and were 

asked to keep a weekly journal recording their experience. The participants completed 

semi-structured interviews before and after the project.

While all of the participants had some level of experience with lectio divina, they 

were given further instructions on how to use this time. The most important guideline for 

participants was that lectio divina is not Bible study. This time was not used for 

preachers to acquire more knowledge about a certain biblical text, but to experience the 

text in a more personal way. Participants were to focus on how God was using a 

particular text to speak to them. They were encouraged to have fun with this time, and to 

not beat themselves up if they experienced difficulty in quieting the mind.

The intention of this project is not to suggest that lectio divina is some homiletical 

panacea. Homiletical renewal and burnout are complex problems with a myriad of 

contributing factors. One of the weaknesses of this research was that it was only able to

8 Michael Casey, Sacred Reading: The Ancient Art o f Lectio Divina. (Liguroi, MO: 
Liguori Publications, 1997), 8.
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examine lectio divina as practice for renewal. While no one practice can be expected to

provide renewal for all preachers, lectio divina has a long history of developing spiritual

vitality in its practitioners. Another weakness of this research was that the participants

were not experienced practitioners of lectio divina. In order to more fully understand the

relationship between lectio divina and homiletical renewal, participants should have a

level of proficiency with the practice. But even without this proficiency, lectio divina

helped these preachers slow down. Unless preachers can approach ministry in general

and sermon-writing in particular, in less-hurried, more intentional ways, there is little

hope of renewal. Craig Barnes explains:

The Four Gospels never depict Jesus in a hurry. Never. This drives 
contemporary disciples nuts, since we’re hustling all the time and expect that 
surely the Savior of the world can keep up with us. But the question of the 
Gospel is this: Can we move as slowly as Jesus to see what God is doing?. . .  
The prize of hearing the still small voice of God comes not from a race, but from 
a slow journey that moves carefully in search of what appeared lost.9

Lectio divina helped slow these preachers down from the busyness that masquerades as

ministry.

The Research Goals 

The primary goal of this research was to find practices and habits that would 

encourage renewal, rest, and life in my own homiletical process. While I was not a 

participant in this project, I was not a neutral observer. Understanding and reflecting on 

the homiletical habits and practices of the participants made me more aware of my own.

9 M. Craig Barnes, The Pastor as Minor Poet (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 135.
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Through this research I have a more complete understanding of my own homiletical

struggles and how I might overcome them.

A second goal of this research was to understand how the practice of lectio divina

might encourage homiletical renewal. While lectio divina has received significant

attention in recent years as a spiritual discipline, there has been little discussion of its use

in the homiletical process. Feasting on Scripture, though, instead of merely reading it or

using it as a tool, is at the core of the preacher’s work. Peterson explains:

If Holy Scripture is to be something other than mere gossip about God, it must be 
internalized. . . .  The angel does not instruct St. John to pass on information about 
God; he commands him to assimilate the word of God so that when he does 
speak, it will express itself artlessly in his syntax just as the food we eat, when we 
are healthy, is unconsciously assimilated into our nerves and muscles and put to 
work in speech and action. Words—spoken and listened to, written and read—are 
intended to do something in us, give health and wholeness, vitality and holiness, 
wisdom and hope. Yes, eat this book.10

The nourishment and experience of lectio divina holds hope for preachers longing to

renew their connection with the One we proclaim.

The final goal of this project was to help the five participants find renewed life in

the homiletical process. While these participants offered a significant amount of their

time and self for this research, my hope was that they would experience rest and renewal

from their practice of lectio divina, while also gaining a better understanding of their

homiletical practices and habits. The reflective nature of the interview questions were

designed for the benefit of the researcher and the participant.

10 Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art o f Spiritual Reading 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 21.



Toward Homiletical Renewal

The opportunity to preach is a gift. Most preachers fortunate enough to

participate in this way of life understand the gracious offer of proclamation, but the gift

comes with great responsibility and regularity. This project is concerned that too many

preachers consider the sermon to be a heavy burden, rather than an easy one, offering

exhaustion and despair instead of rest and renewal. Such an approach stands in contrast

with Jesus’ invitation:

Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and 
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and 
my burden is light (Matthew 11:28-30).

Can this invitation for rest be a reality for preachers? Can the weekly work of preaching

be an “easy burden?”

Chapter Two addresses this question by thoroughly examining Jesus’ invitation in

Matthew 11:28-30. This invitation is the biblical and theological foundation for this

project. The busyness and demands of ministry are theologically explored in Chapter

Two. I explain the history and practice of lectio divina to conclude the chapter.

Chapter Three explores the quest for homiletical renewal by addressing pastoral

burnout in general and homiletical burnout specifically. The five participants, along with

their ministry contexts and homiletical practices, are introduced. The participants share

their struggles with the weekly work of preaching, and their need for homiletical renewal.

Chapter Four examines how lectio divina can encourage homiletical renewal. For

these participants there were three clear findings. Lectio divina helped the participants

approach Scripture differently, better manage their time, and experience Sabbath.
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Chapter Five explores the implications of this research for my own quest of 

homiletical renewal. While lectio divina is a practice that I plan to incorporate into my 

weekly routine, I gained additional insights regarding homiletical renewal: scheduling 

time to study, taking Sabbath seriously, hearing good sermons and finding opportunities 

for worship, and putting preaching in perspective.

This research project has renewed my own passion for preaching. I am more 

convinced than ever that preaching is the central work of ministry. The weekly words 

offered in worship give rise and shape to congregational ministry. If the work behind 

those words did not offer life to the preacher, then there is little chance that they will to 

the congregation. May the words that follow offer and reflect the life I have found in this 

work.



CHAPTER TWO

“TAKE MY YOKE”

The life and work of the minister can be exhausting and fulfilling. Sixty-hour 

workweeks can drain preachers, but they can also help them feel needed and satisfied. 

Long hours demonstrate the importance of ministry, and help preachers experience the 

costly and sacrificial nature of discipleship. While discipleship is costly, and pastoral 

ministry requires sacrifice, is there a possibility that some preachers believe that Jesus’ 

invitation for rest is for everyone but them? Is Jesus’ yoke the one that preachers actually 

wear?

Matthew 11:28-30

The invitation of Jesus in Matthew 11:28-30 has long served as a welcoming oasis 

for struggling seekers and disciples. The invitation’s beautiful simplicity has loosened 

the passage from its contextual moorings. Rather than a generic invitation across time 

and space, Douglas Hare explains that the words of Jesus fit in the context of Matthew’s 

eleventh chapter serving, “as a transition between the woes on the Galilean cities and the 

Sabbath controversies.”1 An examination of this invitation will explain how Jesus’ words 

offer hope to preachers seeking homiletical renewal.

1 Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew, Interpretation, ed. Paul J. Achtemeier (Louisville: 
John Knox Press, 1993), 130.

12
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Authorship

While a comprehensive discussion of authorship is beyond the scope of this 

project, highlighting the diversity of opinion is important. Michael Joseph Brown offers 

this summary:

Until recently, the majority of scholars favored a view of the author as a Jewish 
Christian. Raymond Brown highlighted a problem in this view by pointing out 
that the designation “Jewish Christian” is open to various interpretations. For 
example, some scholars cast Matthew as a conservative Jewish Christian 
advancing a new form of legalism. By contrast, other scholars have posited 
Matthew as a converted rabbi whose work serves as a sort of Jewish-Christian 
catechism. Still others have designated Matthew to be a Hellenistic-Jewish 
Christian who espoused a moderate view of the mission to the non-Jews while 
simultaneously upholding a somewhat Pharisaic view of the OT.2

The crux, according to Brown, is, “Whether Matthew was a former insider turned

outsider who critiques Judaism from that position, or an outsider who has appropriated a

form of Christianity that was respectful of Judaism as interpreted by Jesus.”3 M. Eugene

Boring suggests that the author of Matthew “was of a Jewish background, but [that he]

must have grown up in a Hellenistic city (presumably Antioch) and spoke Greek.”4

Boring further describes the author as one who “knew the traditions and methods of the

synagogue, but had never had the formal training that was becoming standard for scribes

in formative Judaism.”5 Amid these differing views, most scholars agree that the author

2 Michael Joseph Brown, “Gospel of Matthew,” in The New Interpreters Bible 
Dictionary, Volume 3, ed. Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, et. al. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
2008), 843.

3 Ibid., 844.

4 M. Eugene Boring, “Matthew,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in 
Twelve Volumes, vol. VIII, ed. Leander E. Keck, et, al. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1995), 107.

5 Ibid., 107.
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of Matthew was not one of the twelve disciples. Because Matthew’s Gospel is within the 

canon of Scripture it is valid for faith and practice no matter the author.

Setting

While scholarly opinion on the structure of Matthew’s gospel is diverse, there is 

some consensus. Brown explains, “Despite various structural proposals, it is commonly 

held that the five major discourse sections of this Gospel function as the keystones for the 

narrative.”6 The five major discourses are: (1) the Sermon on the Mount (chaps. 5-7),

(2) the mission of the disciples (9:35-11:1), (3) the parable discourse (13:1-52), (4) 

church life and order (18:1-35), (5) the coming of the Son of Man and final judgment 

(24:l-25:46).7

Brown locates Matthew 11:28-30 within a narrative section on the growing

opposition to Jesus between the second and third major discourse. Matthew’s eleventh

chapter begins with John the Baptizer questioning the identity of Jesus. From prison,

John asks, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?” (Matthew

11:3b). John’s doubts over Jesus’ identity help develop, “the theme of Israel’s

nonacceptance of the Messiah.”8 Hare explains:

In verses 20-24 Jesus pronounces woes on the Galilean cities that had been 
privileged to witness his kingdom-revealing miracles and yet had not perceived 
them as ‘the deeds of Christ’ and consequently had not repented.9

The entire eleventh chapter, until this point, has built upon this rejection, ranging from

the unlikely candidate of John the Baptizer to the idiomatic Sodom.

6 Brown, “Gospel of Matthew,” 839.

7 Ibid., 839-40.

8 Hare, “Matthew? 127.

9 Ibid., 127.
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Jesus responds to this rejection with an indicting prayer:

I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these 
things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes, 
Father, for such was your gracious will. (Matthew 11:25-26)

Despite the apparent rejection of those who should grasp the identity and mission of

Jesus, of which John is the prime example, there are some who embrace Jesus. Boring

describes them as, ‘“Little children’ (NIV), persons without time, ability, or interest in

religious learning and who have no religious basis for claiming the knowledge of God,

are the ones to whom the divine revelation is given as sheer grace.”10 Daniel J.

Harrington explains:

In most Jewish writings of the time the recipients of divine revelations are wise 
and understanding: the great heroes of old (Pseudepigrapha), community leaders 
(Qumran scrolls), all Israel (rabbinic literature), the individual sage (Philo), the 
righteous one (Wisdom), etc. Matt 11:25 is closest to the Jewish and early 
Christian celebrations of the “humble” or “lowly” that is expressed so 
dramatically in Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55).11

This gospel-reversal moves children, who cannot possibly understand the identity and

mission of Jesus, into the receivers of God gracious revelation.

Possible Sources of the Invitation

In the midst of a thoroughly described rejection, stretching from the one who

baptized Jesus to the Galilean cities in which he embodied the good news, Jesus offers his

invitation:

Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and 
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and 
my burden is light (Matthew 11:28-30).

10 Boring, “Matthew,” 21 A.

11 Daniel J. Harrington, Matthew, Sacra Pagina 1, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991), 169.
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While there are no gospel parallels of this saying, Donald A. Hagner suggests knowledge 

of this invitation outside the biblical canon. He explains, “The passage is reflected in 

Gospel o f Thomas (logion 90), where parallel to ‘my yoke is kind’ is the clause ‘my rule 

is gentle.’ A knowledge of the passage is also reflected in 2 Clement 6:7.”12 Numerous 

scholars posit that Jesus drew heavily from the wisdom language of Sirach 51:23-27.13 

Hare offers a different explanation:

A much better case can be made for dependence on Jeremiah 6:16: ‘Stand at the 
crossroads, and look, and ask where the good way lies; and walk in it, and find 
rest for your souls.’ Jesus is the one who shows us the good way, where the 
restless can find rest for their souls.14

Jesus’ dependence upon Jeremiah seems more natural and more likely.

Christological Implications of the Invitation

Jesus offers his invitation to Jewish believers still struggling to follow the law.

For many, the law became a restrictive burden that God had not intended. Hagner

explains:

From the context that follows (see v 29) with its reference to the ‘the yoke,’ the 
reader naturally assumes that this refers to those who are burdened with the effort 
to obey the law and in this way to arrive at the goal of righteousness. It was, 
however, not the law itself that was burdensome (the law instead was the delight 
of the pious Israelite; cf. Ps 119 passim) but rather the overwhelming nomism of 
the Pharisees. The tremendous burden of the minutiae of their oral law fits the 
description especially well (cf. 23.4: ‘They bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and 
lay them on peoples’ shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with 
their finger’).15

12 Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 1-13, Word Biblical Commentary 33a, ed. David A. 
Hubbard and Glenn W. Barker (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 323.

13 Hare, “Matthew,” 129.

14 Ibid., 129.

15 Ibid., 323.
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Jesus’ invitation challenges this malformed view of the law by inviting would-be 

disciples not only to follow his interpretation of the law, but by seeing Jesus as the 

fulfillment of the law.

Hagner explains the nature of Jesus’ invitation:

Jesus promises to give rest to those who come to him and thus speaks not only as 
Wisdom does (cf. Sir 6:28; 51:27) but as Yahweh does to Moses in Exodus 33:14: 
‘My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.’ Astonishingly Jesus 
calls people in the first instance to himself and only subsequently to the yoke of 
discipleship. It is moreover he, rather than God, who gives rest.

Jesus’ invitation is ultimately grounded in his identity. Hagner writes, “Jesus is the

messianic king and the kingdom has dawned through his deeds and words. This alone

can explain w  28-30.”17 Jesus’ invitation is not only to a different way of life, but an

invitation to a different understanding of God.

The Christological thrust of v 27, which can seem out of place, fits perfectly when

the reader understands that Jesus’ invitation begins and ends with him. The author of

Matthew writes, “All things have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one

knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and

anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Mathew 11:27). Only the Jesus who is

called “the Son” is capable of offering an invitation that says, “Come to me” instead of

“Come to God.”

Before would-be disciples can take the yoke of Jesus, they must first come to him. 

What appears to be a generic invitation is a Christological proclamation. Hagner 

explains, “That he places himself so much at the center is astonishing and separates him

16 Ibid.

17 Ibid., 325.
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from all other Jewish teachers, who would only call others to obedience to the Torah.”18

This is not an invitation to simply learn about the God that Jesus knows, but this is an

invitation to be in relationship with the God whom Jesus incarnates. Boring elaborates,

“In contrast to the rabbinic custom of speaking of the ‘yoke of Torah’ or the ‘yoke of the

Kingdom,’ Jesus speaks of ‘my yoke,’ thereby claiming to be the expression of God’s

will.”19 Jesus’ invitation is a radical Christological statement, inviting would-be disciples

into relationship with him.

Rest, an Easy Yoke, and a Light Burden

Jesus promises rest, an easy yoke, and a light burden to those held hostage by the

scribes and Pharisees who “tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the

shoulders of others” (Matthew 23:4a). But Jesus’ invitation is not an effortless call to

bliss. Hare explains:

The rest that is promised to the weary is not, however, the rest of inactivity. Jesus 
did not come to abolish the law of Moses but to fulfill it by providing its ultimate 
interpretation (5:17). What he offers is not a vacation from the law but a less 
burdensome way of fulfilling it. At certain points his interpretation will be more 
lenient (Sabbath observance), at others more stringent (divorce) than that of the 
Pharisees, but law observance as a whole will be simplified by his emphasis on 
“the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness” (23:23) and 
on the double commandment of love (22:37-40). The “rest” is made possible 
though the provision of a new yoke.20

The yoke of Jesus leads to life and wholeness because it is not worn alone. Jesus does

not expect his disciples to carry out his work on their own; instead he partners with them.

Hare posits:

18 Hagner, “Matthew 1-13” 325.

19 Boring, “Matthew,” 275.

20 Hare, “Matthew” 129.
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The yoke is not one that Jesus imposes but one he wears! We remember that 
commonly a yoke was a wooden instrument that yoked two oxen and made of 
them a team. In this word Jesus may be saying: “Become my yoke mate, and 
learn how to pull the load by working beside me and watching how I do it. The 
heavy labor will seem lighter when you allow me to help you with it.”21

Jesus’ yoke offers rest, an easy yoke, and a light burden.

Many focus only on the sacrifice and discipline of discipleship because they miss

the paradoxical nature of following the One who claimed, “Those who find their life will

lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it”22 (Matthew 10:39). The joy,

peace, and salvation found in the abundant life of Jesus is missed and dismissed as too

easy, or not possible. But the rest is not a permanent cessation from work; it is Sabbath

in the midst of labor. Kirk explains:

The yoke of the One God Sent—metaphorically, the work of God—is thus unlike 
anything we might normally think of as work. It is not burden. It does not make 
us weary. It does not enslave or oppress us.23

What if Jesus’ yoke really is easy, and his burden is light? What if the way is as beautiful

and freeing as Kirk saying, “Our work is to believe Jesus when he says that his burden is

light and his yoke is easy and that sharing the work with him will not stress or overwhelm

us or cause burnout but rather will give us rest.”24 Jesus’ invitation to rest, an easy yoke,

and a light burden is a gift of grace, inviting would-be disciples to nothing less than a

renewed understanding and experience of self, creation, and God.

21 Ibid., 129.

22 Matthew 16:25 offers nearly the same words.

23 Ibid., 92.

24 Ibid., 130.
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Jesus’ Invitation and Heavy-Burdened Preachers 

Are Preachers Disciples?

Since Jesus’ invitation was to those who were not yet disciples, it should be 

asked, “Can Jesus’ invitation faithfully be extended to preachers?” Even the most cynical 

admit that preachers by definition are disciples. Preachers give their life in service of 

Christ and the Church. Most of them do it admirably. Should preachers be excluded 

from Jesus’ invitation because they are already disciples? Or does this invitation extend 

to them? Or, to ask more directly, are most preachers actually disciples? Is it possible 

that many preachers are wearing a yoke other than Jesus’?

On occasion, one hears of a preacher who no longer believes in the One they 

proclaim. Usually we hear of such news because he or she decides they no longer want 

to work sixty-hour weeks for something they do not believe in. For each one that comes 

forward, there are some who do not. Some continue to serve churches because they have 

few other marketable skills. Because these ministers no longer consider themselves 

followers of Jesus, they obviously do not fit the disciple category, thus I am not thinking 

of these preachers.

There are also preachers who are poor disciples. Some preachers embezzle 

money from the offering plate. Others have affairs with parishioners or abuse drugs and 

alcohol. These preachers leave a lot to be desired in their Christian living. While one 

could legitimately question whether or not these preachers, who commit such public sins, 

are actually disciples, I am not thinking of these preachers either.

The preachers that I am thinking of are those who work long and hard, and are by 

objective measures, faithful to their calling. Is there a legitimate way to question the
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validity of their discipleship? Is there a way to question preachers that is not accusatory 

or judgmental but grace-filled and liberating?

Barbara Brown Taylor explains sin in such a life-giving way, “Sin is our only 

hope, because the recognition that something is wrong is the first step toward setting it 

right again.”25 In a conversation about sin and hell, Taylor says to her friend, “You make 

it sound like hell is a function of getting closer to God instead of further away.”26 Her 

friend replies, “Well maybe it is. Maybe it’s God grace to let us feel hell so acutely that 

we decide we don’t want to live there anymore.”27 I want to question the discipleship of 

preachers, myself included, in that kind of acute way, not as an act of damnation, but as a 

way to lead them out the hellish expectations of congregation and self, into an easier yoke 

and a lighter burden.

Congregational Expectations

Most congregations have unrealistic expectations of their preacher. While I am 

well aware of these expectations, I was shocked after reading an informal survey from 

Thom Rainer. While serving as a pastor in St. Petersburg, FL, Rainer surveyed his 

twelve deacons about their expectations of him. He listed several congregational 

responsibilities and asked for a minimum amount of time he should average on each area 

per week. In order to meet the minimum expectations of those twelve deacons Rainer 

would have to accomplish these tasks:

• Prayer at the church: 14 hours

Barbara Brown Taylor, Speaking o f Sin: The Lost Language o f Salvation 
(Cambridge: Cowley, 2000), 59.

26 Ibid., 51.

27 Ibid.
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• Sermon preparation: 18 hours
• Outreach and evangelism: 10 hours
• Counseling: 10 hours
• Hospital and home visits: 15 hours
• Administrative functions: 18 hours
• Community involvement: 5 hours
• Denomination involvement: 5 hours
• Church meetings: 5 hours
• Worship services/preaching: 4 hours
• Other: 10 hours

The ludicrous expectations of these deacons would have required the pastor to work 114

hours a week. Rainer explains:

If I met just the minimum expectations of twelve deacons, I would have to work 
more than 16 hours a day for seven days a week. Or I could take one day off of 
work each week, and work 19 hours a day for six days a week. And remember, I 
still would only meet the minimum expectations of twelve people in the church, 
not the entire membership.28

While most congregations do not actually expect a 114-hour workweek, they often have 

unrealistic expectations. Congregations expect their ministers to offer inspiring sermons, 

while visiting the sick and homebound, facilitating at least two committee meetings each 

week, managing a mission project on Saturday, offering an insightful Bible study on 

Wednesday, being involved in the community, and doing anything else that any 

parishioner may deem important for that particular week. These expectations are 

impossible to meet. The yoke that Jesus is offering is not the same one that most 

congregations are peddling.

28 Thom Rainer, “How Many Hours Must a Pastor Work to Satisfy the 
Congregation?” thomrainer.com, entry posted July 24,2013, 
http://thomrainer.com/2013/07/24/how-many-hours-must-a-pastor-work-to-satisfy-the- 
congregation/ (accessed October 11,2013).

http://thomrainer.com/2013/07/24/how-many-hours-must-a-pastor-work-to-satisfy-the-
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The Allure of Busyness

While congregations encourage unhealthy workloads, they are not the only ones 

to blame. Far too many preachers are guilty of worshipping at the altar of busyness. 

Preachers who work long hours, while neglecting self and family, are often viewed as 

dedicated and hard working. In reality, they are modeling the behavior of a materialist 

society that says you are what you produce.

Eugene Peterson captures the problem:

“The poor man,” we say. “He’s so devoted to his flock; the work is endless, and 
he sacrifices himself so unstintingly.” But the word busy is the symptom not of 
commitment but of betrayal. It is not devotion but defection. The adjective busy 
set as a modifier to pastor should sound to our ears like adulterous to characterize 
a wife or embezzling to describe a banker. It is an outrageous scandal, a 
blasphemous affront.29

Peterson attributes this busyness to two factors. First, preachers are busy because they

are vain. Peterson writes, “I want to appear important. Significant. What better way

than to be busy? The incredible hours, the crowded schedule, and the heavy demands on

my time are proof to myself—and to all who will notice—that I am important.”30

Second, Peterson says that preachers are busy because they are lazy. He explains:

I indolently let others decide what I will do instead of resolutely deciding myself. 
I let people who do not understand the work of the pastor write the agenda for my 
day’s work because I am too slipshod to write it myself.31

29 Eugene Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art o f Spiritual 
Direction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 17.

30 Ibid., 18.

31 Ibid.
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Preachers who allow vanity and laziness to define their yoke desperately need to hear

anew Jesus’s invitation of rest. Like Pharisees tied to the wrong kind of obedience to the

law, these preachers long to hear a different way.

Most heavy-burdened preachers are wearing a yoke of cultural and congregational

expectations that bears little resemblance to Jesus. Some ministers have allowed others

to turn them into CEOs who “run” the church. This mindset promotes the notion that

bigger is better. These “successful” preachers wield power and influence, and have large

congregations with large budgets to keep them “busy.” But the Church’s mission is

about faithfulness, not success or busyness. In terms of success, at least the way we use it

in our culture, we must remember that Jesus was unsuccessful. He died on a cross while

still young, essentially abandoned by his closest friends. He is a failure by our standards.

Inviting Preachers to Discipleship

Jesus invitation to discipleship should be extended to preachers because at a

fundamental level some preachers are not disciples of Jesus. We are disciples of a culture

that worships busyness and success. Peterson explains:

But if I vainly crowd my day with conspicuous activity or let others fill my day 
with imperious demands, I don’t have time to do my proper work, the work to 
which I have been called. How can I lead people into the quiet place beside still 
waters if I am in perpetual motion? How can I persuade a person to live by faith 
and not by works if I have to juggle my schedule constantly to make everything 
fit into place?32

The preacher must find a way to faithfully respond to Jesus’ easy yoke and light burden 

or there will be no rest for the soul. Without true discipleship busyness will ultimately 

erode the soul and burnout will have its way. Some souls are so tired that burnout is a 

welcomed relief, a way out for the weary preacher. There must be another way.

32 Ibid., 19.
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Pray, Preach, Listen

Preachers who faithfully wear Jesus’ yoke have found ways to subvert the

expectations of a church that knows too little about the Gospel way of life. One of the

ways to experiment with this yoke is by focusing on the preacher’s most essential work.

Peterson suggests these three essentials: pray, preach, and listen.

A life of prayer is at the core of the preacher’s calling. Yet, busyness, which our

culture adores, and which we use to demonstrate our importance, is the enemy of prayer.

Peterson writes, “I know it takes time to develop a life of prayer: set-aside, disciplined,

deliberate time. It isn’t accomplished on the run, nor by offering prayers from a pulpit or

at a hospital bedside. I know I can’t be busy and pray at the same time.”33 Preachers

must dismiss the busyness mentality, in order to create time and space for relationship

with God through prayer. Peterson embodies this desire:

I want to cultivate my relationship with God. I want all of life to be intimate— 
sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously—with the God who made, 
directs, and loves me. And I want to waken others to the nature and centrality of 
prayer.34

If preachers are to proclaim and embody the God revealed in Jesus, they must desire to 

cultivate a prayerful friendship with God. This kind of friendship is at the heart of the 

preacher’s life.

Second, Peterson emphasizes the need for the preacher to actually preach, “I want 

to speak the Word of God that is Scripture in the language and rhythms of the people I 

live with.”35 One can craft a sermon without having actually encountered the Word of

33 Ibid., 20.

34 Ibid., 19.

35 Ibid., 20.
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God. A minister can skim the commentaries, search a few websites, and find plenty of

material to offer a respectable sermon. Peterson challenges the preacher to more:

I need a drenching in Scripture; I require an immersion in the biblical studies. I 
need reflective hours over the pages of Scripture as well as personal struggles 
with the meaning of Scripture. That takes far more time than it takes to prepare a 
sermon. . . .  This kind of preaching is a creative act that requires quietness and 
solitude, concentration and intensity. . . .  I can’t do that when I’m busy.36

Authentic sermons take time to prepare, and the preacher must find ways to dialogue with

Scripture at the level Peterson describes.

Finally, Peterson describes the importance of listening. In a world of busyness

and noise, there is much talk, but little listening. Preachers need to open their ears.

Peterson explains, “I want to have the energy and time to really listen to them so that

when they’re through, they know at least one other person has some inkling of what

they’re feeling and thinking.”37 Peterson continues:

Pastoral listening requires unhurried leisure, even if it’s for only five minutes. 
Leisure is a quality of spirit, not a quantity of time. Only in that ambiance of 
leisure do persons know they are listened to with absolute seriousness . . .  The 
question I put to myself is not “How many people have you spoken to about 
Christ this week?” but “How many people have you listened to in Christ this 
week?”38

The absence of busyness does not mean a lack of work. Instead of encouraging the

preacher to avoid work, Peterson is attempting to refocus their work into the most

essential tasks of ministry:

I find that when these central needs are met, there is plenty of time for everything 
else. And there is much else, for the pastor is not, and should not be, exempt from 
the hundred menial tasks or the administrative humdrum. These are also pastoral

36 Ibid., 20-21.

37 Ibid., 21.

38 Ibid.
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ministry. But the only way I have found to accomplish them without resentment 
and anxiety is to first take care of the priorities. If there is no time to nurture 
these essentials, I become a busy pastor, harassed and anxious, a whining, 
compulsive Martha instead of a contemplative Mary.

Praying, preaching, and listening require hard work and discipline, but they are the

foundations of ministry. Preachers will do more than these three tasks, but they will not

do less. The work of the preacher arises from these three essentials.

The Problem of Homiletical Burnout

Preaching is the weekly constant, and the most important part of a preacher’s

work. Lillian Daniel explains, “It is the most important thing most ministers do in a

given week, and for me, it is the reason I do what I do. I am a preacher. More than any

other aspect of the job, this is the one thing that defines my particular call.”39 Since

preaching is the foundation of the minister’s work, it is crucial that preachers find a

rhythm and routine that affords an adequate amount of time to devote to this central task.

Many preachers are too busy, and ironically too lazy, to guard sacred time for the

sermon. Daniel illustrates:

My colleagues who are writing these sermons in the middle of the night or in the 
early morning hours on weekends are exhausted. If they do care deeply about 
preaching, they feel somewhat guilty, too. They know in their hearts that they are 
not giving the task their best, but rather giving it leftovers, drinking from a glass 
that is more than half empty.40

The busyness that Peterson artfully describes takes it fullest toil on preaching. While

minsters can postpone a pastoral visit, or find a way to dodge a committee meeting, there

is nowhere to hide on Sunday morning. Ready or not, the sermon is due. And so

39 Martin B. Copenhaver and Lillian Daniel, This Odd and Wondrous Calling: The 
Public and Private Lives o f Two Ministers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 222.

40 Ibid., 224.
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ministers work diligently, already drained, to offer the best words they can, even if they

have had little encounter with the only Word that truly matters. Finally, when it is over,

the preacher heads home to crash, knowing that a new week has already started and that

Sunday will be here before you know it. The cycle can be terrible. Daniel explains,

“Laypeople might be shocked to discover how many clergy live on this hamster wheel, in

which preaching has been stripped of both its joy and its privilege.”41 There is no wonder

that many preachers and many sermons seem lifeless.

Mike Graves calls this hamster wheel homiletical burnout. He explores the

subject in The Fully Alive Preacher:

This is a book for preachers who’ve been at their calling long enough that they 
have not only considerable experience, but possibly a case of burnout as well.
Not ministerial burnout in general, which is a common subject of books these 
days, but rather a more specific malady, homiletical burnout. I’m thinking of 
ministers who know what it means to dread yet another sermon, yet another 
Sunday. Maybe it’s the overall drudgery of preaching, or perhaps it’s the toll of 
revealing ourselves in public week after week. Homiletical burnout. The 
question is what to do about it.42

Without the discipline that Peterson encourages, legitimate pastoral concerns can

overwhelm the preacher. A preacher can work fifty hours in a week and still not have

worked on a sermon. This pace is unsustainable, and will lead to homiletical burnout.

Many preachers do not call it homiletical burnout. For one thing, the terminology

is rarely used, and Graves appears to be the only one writing about it in such specific

ways.43 But homiletical burnout occurs whether or not preachers know what to call it.

41 Ibid.

42 Mike Graves, The Fully Alive Preacher: Recovering from Homiletical Burnout 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 3.

43 In an email conversation with Dr. Graves, he explains that he invented the term and 
that there is little written specifically about the subject.
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Simply put, homiletical burnout is when the homiletical process takes life from the

preacher instead of giving life. Graves further explains:

Irenaeus, the early church theologian, put it this way: “The glory of God is a 
human being fully alive.” How many preachers these days can be described as 
fully alive?. . .  What’s wrong with preaching these days may be more a matter of 
what’s wrong with us preachers.”44

The busy life that many preachers lead does not equate with actual life, and is certainly

not the abundant life of the Gospel. For many preachers life is a gigantic to-do list that

can never be accomplished, where opportunity feels more like burden, and the sermon is

the one burden that never goes away.

Heavy-burdened preachers, caught up in busyness and unrealistic expectations of

congregation and self, are in need of an easier yoke. They are dying for the rest that only

Jesus can give. Preachers need a way of seeing the sermon as gift instead of burden.

Daniel explains:

But when preaching is given its due, started early and entered into as a gift of 
study, creativity, and generosity, it is the most life-giving thing I can do as a 
pastor. And the one receiving the gift is me. What a mind-boggling privilege to 
get to sit with the scriptures, to ponder the text, to wrack my brain in search of the 
right story, to read and take in the culture around me, to search myself with the 
passion of an artist, all in service to Christ. No other career offers such an 
opportunity. There are people all over the world stuck in jobs that offer nothing 
but monotony, yet we clergy are given the opportunity to create, teach, and 
preach. Why would a pastor leave such a thing hanging undone? When we 
finally approach this unique task, it should be with reverence.45

Preaching does not have to be a burden. When allowed to percolate, the sermon is the

most life-giving work of the preacher.

44 Graves, Fully Alive, 4.

45 Copenhaver and Daniel, Odd and Wondrous, 224.
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Preachers need to understand that time spent in sermon preparation is time spent

with God and congregation. Unless this time is valued, the preacher will spend her life

on the hamster wheel of homiletical burnout. Daniel writes:

I work more on my sermons than on any other aspect of my work. In ministry, 
much of our time management is triage. Most of the work that is demanded of us 
is worthy, good, and of God, but we cannot possibly do it all. So we make 
decisions. I am not ashamed to make the decision to put my sermon preparation 
at the top of my list each week. I have learned that of everything I do, the sermon 
is the thing that touches the largest number of people. It deserves the greatest 
amount of attention.46

Daniel is neither too lazy nor afraid to make time for the sermon. She knows it is her

most important work and so she treats it that way. Unless the preacher is willing to say

“no” to some things, there will never be enough time to say “yes” to those that matter

most.

The Yoke of Lectio Divina

Origins of Lectio Divina

The confines of this project only allow for a narrow exploration of homiletical 

renewal. Many practices and life changes encourage homiletical renewal, but for the 

purpose of this project, I will only focus on one such practice, lectio divina. Lectio divina 

fits the purpose of this project because it is a Christian practice that offers rest for the 

soul.

The beginnings of lectio divina can be traced to the sixth century and St.

Benedict. Tony Jones explains, “Having seen his classmates in Rome fall victim to sins 

of all kinds, he [Benedict] decided the way to a true relationship with God was through

46 Ibid., 223.
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penitential solitude. He lived in a cave for three years, fasting and praying in silence.”47

Eventually, others joined Benedict in this prayerful life of solitude. Jones writes:

Around 540, Benedict wrote The Rule (now known as The Rule o f Saint 
Benedict). The Rule outlines life in a monastery, from the seven daily worship 
services to how and when to do the dishes, from what buildings to construct to 
disciplining a brother who oversleeps. It defines a rigorous standard and 
continues to govern the life of many Roman Catholic monks today.48

This monastic way of life afforded time for prayer and reading. Lectio divina was a way

of life for these monks. Thomas Keating, the well-known Trappist monk, explains, “That

classic lectio divina, as practiced by most monks from AD 500 to 1000, didn’t have a set

form. As a monk read or heard Scripture, his mind alternated between reading,

meditating, contemplation, and prayer.”49 The four stages of lectio divina familiar today

were not formalized into a linear process until the time of Guigo II.

Around 1150, Guigo II, the leader of the Carthusian monks, wrote The Ladder o f

the Monastics.50 Guigo II compares the prayer of monks to Jacob’s ladder.51 Guigo II

writes:

One day I was engaged in physical work with my hands and I began to think 
about the spiritual task we humans have. While I was thinking, four spiritual 
steps came to mind: reading (lectio), meditation (meditatio), prayer (oratio), and 
contemplation (contemplatio). This is the ladder of monastics by which they are 
lifted up from the earth into heaven. There are only a few distinct steps, but the

47 Tony Jones, Divine Intervention: Encountering God Through the Ancient Practice 
o f Lectio Divina (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2006), 48.

48 Ibid., 49.

49 Thomas Keating, “The Classical Monastic Practice of Lectio Divina, ” 
Contemplative Outreach News 12, no. 2 (Winter 1998), http.//www.centeringprayer.com/ 
newsltrs/1998 WinterNews.htm. (accessed October 24,2013).

50 Jones, “Divine Intervention,” 50.

51 Ibid., 51.

http://www.centeringprayer.com/
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distance covered is beyond measure and belief since the lower part is fixed on the 
earth and its top passes through the clouds to lay bare the secrets of heaven.52

Guigo’s linear format is the way that lectio divina is most used today. This linear format

is known as the scholastic form. While the more ancient, unstructured approach, is

known as the monastic form.53 The scholastic form operates as a hierarchy, with each

step building on the previous one; while the monastic form views reading, meditation,

prayer, and contemplation as moments rather than steps in a process.

Understanding Lectio Divina

While Scripture is a prominent feature in worship, there is often little interaction

with it during the rest of our lives. When there is interaction, it usually in the manner that

Jones describes, “We consider it [Scripture] a problem to be solved or a nut to be

cracked, as if God gave us a strange riddle wrapped in poetry, history, prophecy, gospel,

epistle, and apocalypse that we have to answer to find out what it means to us today.”54

Lectio divina is a fundamentally different way to approach Scripture. Instead of us

attempting to interpret Scripture, lectio divina offers Scripture as a way to interpret us.

Lectio divina is prayerful way of reading Scripture that means “divine reading.”

Peterson writes:

Lectio divina is a way of reading the Scriptures that is congruent with the way the 
Scriptures serve the Christian community as a witness to God’s revelation of 
himself to us. It is the wise guidance developed through the centuries of devout 
Bible reading to discipline us, the readers of Scripture, into appropriate ways of 
understanding and receiving this text so that it is formative for the way we live

52 Ibid., 51.

53 Thomas Keating, “Lectio divina: Listening to the Word of God in Scripture, ” 
Contemplative Outreach, http://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/category/cateogory/ 
lectio-divina(accessed October 24,2013).

54 Jones, “Divine Intervention,” 35.

http://www.contemplativeoutreach.org/category/cateogory/
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our lives, not merely making an impression on our minds or feelings. It intends 
the reading of Scripture to be a permeation of our lives by the revelation of God.55

This kind of reading is substantially different from most that we do, which is one of the

reasons lectio divina is such an important practice. This reading moves one beyond the

surface of Scripture into a deeper level of trust and experience of the Holy One. While

exploring the steps of lectio divina, it is important to remember that at the heart of this

practice, according to Gregory the Great, is a “resting in God.”56 This “resting in God” is

what makes lectio divina a concrete way of offering Jesus’ invitation of rest for the soul.

Since, lectio divina is a practice learned over a lifetime, this project will focus on the

linear process of the scholastic form, as it offers new practitioners the best opportunity to

acclimate to lectio divina.

Practicing Lectio Divina

Lectio. The first step of lectio divina is reading. The reading is not frantic or

hurried. The reading is a slow, meandering stroll through the text. A hurried reading

misses the point. As Michael Casey explains, “The formation of mind and heart that is

due to lectio divina is realized only after a solid investment of time.”57 Because the

objective is to read the text as many times as one needs there are no rules as to how many

times the text should be read. Tony Jones explains:

Maybe five times, maybe fifteen—it depends on how many times seems right to 
you. Focus only on the words, phrases, and sentences. Don’t try to figure out 
what they mean. Don’t try to imagine the context in which they were written___

55 Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art o f Spiritual Reading 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 81.

56 Keating, “Lectio divina.”

57 Michael Casey, Sacred Reading: The Ancient Art o f Lectio divina, (Liguori:
Liguori Press, 1995), 21.
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Remember, this reading is meant to be neither informative nor entertaining. It’s 
meant to be transformational. And also remember that lectio divina is a four-part 
process. You’re not meant to get it all in the first stage. This step is meant to 
familiarize you with the text, to let it seep into your soul. So, read in as neutral a 
way as possible, not trying to “get it,” but trying simply to hear it.58

A leisurely reading of the text slows down participants, moving them into a place where

communion with God is possible. This first step sets the tone for the rest of the

experience.

Meditatio. Many people misunderstood meditation. Some Christians think that

meditation only occurs in eastern religions, but the word meditation occurs fifteen times

in the Old Testament.59 Jones offers this simple definition: “To meditate means to keep

something in mind—in fact, to keep it in the front of your mind.”60 Jones continues with

this analogy, “If lectio (reading) can be compared to tasting food, then meditation is like

chewing. It’s working an idea over in your mind, just as you chew food in your mouth

before you swallow it.”61 During the reading phase of lectio divina there is usually a

word or phrase that stands out to the one who prays. By letting go of all other parts of the

text, the person who prays begins to chew on this word or phrase. Jones elaborates:

The faith with which we pray lectio divina is that God has a word for us, that God 
will speak to us personally through Scripture. With that in mind we pay attention 
to the word or phrase that grabs hold of us during the reading.62

58 Jones, “Divine Intervention,” 65-66.

59 Ibid., 68.

60 Ibid., 68.

61 Ibid., 70.

62 Ibid., 71.
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The most important aspect of meditation is that the one who prays listens with the heart 

and the mind. This active listening requires the mind to slow down, so that a deeper 

hearing is possible.

A deep sense of trust is also required because it is easy for the one who prays to 

question whether or not the word or words were actually given by God. Jones explains, 

“God can use our selfishly motivated choices if he wants to, so it doesn’t matter what’s 

from him and what’s from you. Even if you chose the word and didn’t give God a voice 

in the process, he’s still God, and he can still use it.”63 This kind of trust makes prayer 

possible.

While meditation is an individual, subjective encounter with God, remembering 

that Christian prayer and meditation occur within a specific tradition is important. 

Peterson writes:

Meditation doesn’t make things up. We are wedded to a historic faith and are
rightly wary of the intrusion of human invention By meditation we make
ourselves at home and conversant with everyone in the story. . .  Meditation is 
participation.64

Meditation is an experiential encounter that should never be divorced from the 

overarching tradition. Meditation helps us to more completely embrace the tradition, 

making the narrative of Scripture the narrative through which we see and understand our 

own lives.

Oratio. The first two steps of lectio divina place the person who prays in the 

position of receiver. As the third step occurs, the one who prays enters into a posture of 

more active dialogue. Jones describes, “Oratio is a conversation: ‘God, why did you

63 Ibid., 79.

64 Peterson, “Eat This Book” 101-02.
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give me this word today? Why did I feel this when I meditated on it?’ In classical Latin,

oratio means speaking, speech, or language. . .  Centuries later, in church Latin, it came

to mean prayer or speech directed to God.”65 Oration is the deepening of the divine

dialogue, like moving into a conversation with a true friend.

This divine dialogue is the most familiar step of lectio divina. Even if we are not

familiar with listening in prayer, we are seasoned talkers. We must guard against our

natural response to enter into monologue. While we respond to God with whispers of

thanksgiving and honest questions, it is crucial that we remain receptive to God’s voice

and movement. Honest dialogue with God reflects an underlying trust and hope in the

One with whom we speak.

Contemplatio. Contemplation is the most difficult aspect of lectio divina to

understand and practice. Jones explains:

The first three steps of lectio divina aren’t that difficult to describe, because we 
read, think, and pray every day. Those are activities we’re accustomed to. 
Contemplatio, on the other hand, is an inactivity. The move from oratio to 
contemplation is mostly an act of letting go. Contemplation is inner quietness.
The transition from the active prayer of oratio to the silence of contemplatio is 
gradual and gentle.66

Contemplation is resting in the presence of God. This rest allows the person who prays to 

turn off the active parts of prayer in order to experience the presence of God. Thomas 

Keating summarizes this step of contemplatio as, “Rest in God. Simply ‘be with’ God’s 

presence as you open yourself to a deeper hearing of the Word of God.”67 While this

65 Jones, “Divine Intervention,” 78.

66 Ibid., 85.

67 Keating, “Lectio divina.”



aspect of lectio divina requires the least amount of effort, the novice may have difficulty 

moving into this time of rest.

Lectio Divina as Rest

The rest of contemplation specifically, and of lectio divina in general, is what 

makes this practice compatible with Jesus’ invitation of soul-rest. While lectio divina 

requires discipline and work, it is not accomplished alone. Jesus wears this yoke 

alongside those who long for rest and renewal. The practice of lectio divina is not simply 

a means to rest but is itself the rest for which weary preachers long.



CHAPTER THREE

THE HEAVY BURDENED

This chapter introduces the five preachers who served as the research participants 

for this project. Their ministry contexts, homiletical routines, and practices of rest and 

exercise are introduced. All of these preachers expressed the desire for homiletical 

renewal. Before their particular homiletical struggles are revealed, it is worthwhile to 

examine burnout more closely.

Ministry Burnout

Burnout occurs “when a person has become exhausted with his or her profession

or major life activity.”1 John Sanford explains:

Burnout has become enough of a problem to attract the attention of behavioral 
scientists who identify certain typical symptoms of the condition: difficulty in 
sleeping; somatic complaints such as weight loss, lack of interest in food, and 
headaches and gastro-intestinal disturbances; a chronic tiredness of the sort that is 
not repaired by sleep or ordinary rest and only temporarily alleviated by 
vacations; low-grade, persistent depression; and a nagging boredom.2

While burnout occurs in a variety of people and professions, vocational ministry presents

unique challenges that can lead to burnout. Sanford describes nine of these challenges:

• The job of the ministering person is never finished.
• The ministering person cannot always tell if his work is having any results.
• The work of the ministering person is repetitive.
• The ministering person is dealing constantly with people’s expectations.
• The ministering person must work with the same people year in and year out.

1 John A. Sanford, Ministry Burnout (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1982), 1.

2 Ibid., 1.

38



39

• Because he works with people in need, there is a particularly great drain on 
the energy of the ministering person.

• The ministering person deals with many people who come to her or the 
church not for solid spiritual food but for [ego] “strokes.”

• The ministering person must function a great deal of the time on his 
“persona.”

• The ministering person may become exhausted by failure.3

The unique challenges of ministry make burnout more likely. Roy Oswald explains, “In

my burnout seminars, one in five clergy scores high on the burnout rating scale. Among

clergy who have been in their parish for ten years or more, the number doubles.”4

Ministers must be aware of these unique vocational dangers, because if ministers are

waiting for parishioners or others to warn them of these pitfalls, they are in trouble.

Many people mainly view ministers as caregivers. In the consumerist culture of

the United States, these people see ministers as persons who should never say “no.” If a

parishioner has a need, then the minister must try and meet it. If a parishioner has a

crisis, then the minister should also be in crisis. Many believe the main purpose of the

minister is to meet the needs of their parishioners. These demands, coupled with decline

in attendance and participation, mean that many ministers succumb to these unrealistic

expectations. But the pressure is not all external. Most ministers care deeply about

people, wanting to make a difference in their lives, and so they offer themselves to their

congregations with the best of intentions, often unaware of the potential dangers.

Stephen Muse writes:

No other profession has the close emotional involvement with as many people in 
the intimate and tragic moments of their lives. No other profession subjects 
individuals to such a wide range of expectations and unconscious projections. 
Consider all the births, deaths, baptisms, weddings, conflicts, hospitalizations, and

3 Ibid., 5-16

4 Roy Oswald, Clergy Burnout (New York: Alban Institute Publication, 1991), 67.
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family crises that accrue to any given family. Multiply these by the number of 
families in a given parish. Now add in the personality style, illness, marriage and 
family stresses of the minister’s own life and family. You’ll find that the sum 
equals the enormous demands of ministry that leave clergy vulnerable to a variety 
of ‘viruses’ that attack the sense of pastoral call. If not discovered and treated, 
these symptoms can ultimately lead to compassion fatigue and burnout.5

This kind of strenuous pastoral work makes burnout a likely possibility.

Besides the stressful work of ministry, ministers face unique challenges. Muse

writes, “At a recent clergy seminar 70% of the participants surveyed said they did not

have a close friend.”6 Many ministers live away from family and friends, and find it

difficult to develop true friendships where they can authentically be themselves. The

“fishbowl” that ministers live in brings increasing pressure to home and family. Muse

writes, “The majority of clergy (94%) say they feel pressure to have an ‘ideal’ family,

while 80% say their ministries have actually had a negative impact on their families.”7

The fallout can be deadly for spouses and children. Ron King describes one such

scenario from the spouse’s point of view:

Janice can’t believe her ears. Chris isn’t coming home tonight. His secretary 
telephoned and told her that Chris was called to the hospital for an emergency and 
doesn’t know when he will be able to leave. Janice knows that doctors can’t leave 
the hospital in an emergency, but since when can the pastor not leave? Besides, it 
is their fifth wedding anniversary, and they have planned a special evening 
together. This is the last time she will live this way. As she packs her suitcases, 
Janice can’t believe her feelings. She loves the people in the congregation, but 
Chris acts like he is married to the church but occasionally sleeps with her. She 
knows exactly how single parents in the church feel. She can never count on her 
husband for anything. There is always a committee meeting, a church prospect to

5 J. Stephen Muse, Beside Still Waters: Resources for Shepherds in the Market Place 
(Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2000), v.

6 Ibid., 28.

7 Ibid., 28.
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visit, a pastoral care emergency, or something. He always has time for the 
church, but never has time to be with her or the baby.8

The perpetual demands of ministry, coupled with a lack of appropriate boundaries, have

increased the divorce rate by 65% among clergy between 1970 and 1990.9 This may

surprise congregations, but clergy and their spouses are not shocked. Clergy and their

families face the normal stresses of life, but do so in an isolation that most other families

know nothing about. They live with the unrealistic expectations of congregation and

community. They often do so on limited financial resources. These unique challenges

require ministers to proactively seek opportunities for renewal.

The life of Jesus provides the paradigmatic example. Muse explains:

He [Jesus] entered deeply into intimate relationships without codependency, and 
others were drawn to him—not because of his superhuman vitality, but because of 
his goodness and humility. He recognized this and invited persons to him on that 
basis: ‘Come to me, all you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and 
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls’ (Matt 11:28). It is clear 
that Jesus ‘knew himself and therefore had an accurate sense for ‘what is in 
human beings’ and consequently could minister to them without needing them ‘to 
testify about anyone’ (John 2:25). Jesus took time to be apart, both in a Sabbath 
and in his emotional needs, even in the face of continuing human suffering all 
around him. Rather than losing himself while trying to meet each person’s 
immediate needs, Jesus kept his focus on fulfilling God’s ultimate purposes in 
saving humanity. Modem ministers can afford to do no less.10

Understanding that Jesus set limits in his ministry is paramount in helping ministers

embrace boundaries and self care. Ministry should be life-giving for the congregation

and the minister. While ministers must perform some tasks that are arduous and life-

draining, they must not be afraid to take care of themselves. Their health and well-being

8 Ibid., 95.

9 Ibid., 95-96.

10 Ibid., 33.
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are important to self, family, congregation, and ultimately to God. Muse offers these life- 

giving practices for ministers:

• Be involved in spiritual direction, mentoring, and personal therapy.
• Spend time with friends.
• Eat a healthy diet.
• Develop a hobby.
• Reduce dependency on TV.
• Participate in continuing education.
• Take short retreats.11

Because there are many stressors that contribute to burnout, there are also many practices 

needed for renewal.

While Jesus is the model for ministry, ministers should not embrace a martyr 

mentality that has them searching for ways to sacrifice their lives, because “there is a 

difference between taking up your cross and becoming a doormat.”12 The sacrifices of 

ministry naturally occur without ministers seeking them out. And the sacrifice that Jesus 

offered is one that we cannot. The life of Jesus is the model for ministry, but ministers 

should not confuse their identity with his.

The Need for Homiletical Renewal 

Homiletical burnout is hard to recognize because many ministers love to preach. 

When searching for participants for this project a common response was, “I love to 

preach, so I would not meet the criteria for your project.” As if the love of preaching 

immunes one from burnout. In fact, the opposite may be true. Preachers who love 

preaching the most usually have the highest expectations for the sermon. When these 

high expectations are not met, there is a greater possibility for frustration and burnout

11 Ibid., 34-35.

12 Ibid.
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than with those who hold the sermon in less regard. Surprisingly, the central weekly task 

of the minister, the sermon, is given little attention in burnout literature.

While sermon work can be life giving, like salve for the soul against the stresses 

of ministry, this work can be a stress itself. A consistent lack of time for sermon work, 

which is a reality for many ministers, along with the other stresses of the life and work of 

the minister can transform one’s relationship with preaching from joy to burden to 

burnout. Preaching may not be the origin of the problem, but burnout often makes its 

way to the sermon.

An additional challenge is that many preachers encounter seasons in which they

have little to say. Mike Graves explains:

Anne Lamott, reflecting on writers’ block, has captured the problem best in a 
statement that will not let me go: ‘If your wife locks you out of the house, you 
don’t have a problem with your door.’ Such a brilliant observation! She 
continues, ‘Tlie word block suggests that you are constipated or stuck, when the 
truth is that you are empty.’ That’s it. Too many preachers would have to admit 
to being empty.13

The preacher does not always have something to say, but when Sunday arrives the 

preacher must speak anyway. While occasional emptiness is natural, ongoing emptiness 

depletes preachers, possibly making them feel fraudulent. This kind of emptiness is 

unsustainable.

Preachers who continue to preach with vibrancy and joy have found sustainable 

ways to overcome the pitfalls of homiletical burnout. Graves writes, “My primary 

interest is how our approach to preaching—and life—allows room for God to renew us—

13 Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1994), 178 cited by Mike Graves, The Fully Alive Preacher: Recovering 
from Homiletical Burnout (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 4.
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or doesn’t.”14 While sermons affect congregations, the person affected most is the

preacher. The way preachers approach sermons (from planning to preparation to

preaching) place them on a trajectory toward burnout or renewal. Graves continues:

We preach, for instance, about forgiveness and grace but often carry around a 
load of guilt related to the lack of time we spent preparing for Sunday’s sermon. 
Or we preach about joy but have long since lost our zeal for the task of 
proclamation. We preach about thanksgiving no longer grateful to be preaching at
a ll  Parker Palmer refers to this disconnect as a violation of ‘role and soul,’ a
draining tension between who we are and what we do.15

The discontinuity between message and messenger makes homiletical renewal unlikely.

Recognizing that homiletical burnout exists, that love for preaching does not

make one immune, and that the homiletical process can encourage or discourage burnout

is an important step toward homiletical renewal. Preachers are unlikely to experience

homiletical renewal without an intentional assessment of their homiletical process, their

ministry, and their life. This project was a step in that direction for the five participants.

Examining the Project

Incorporating Lectio Divina in the Homiletical Process

Monday morning arrives and with it comes the challenge of writing another

sermon. The preacher opens the Bible and immediately begins looking for a sermon.

“Looking for a sermon” is exactly what most preachers do when they read the Bible. The

perpetual work of preaching and the constraints of time make it difficult to read Scripture

without the goal of finding a sermon. Eugene Peterson captures this dilemma:

The primary organ for receiving God’s revelation is not the eye that sees but the 
ear that hears—which means that all our reading of Scripture must develop into a

14 Ibid., 5.

15 Ibid., 5.
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hearing of the word of God. . . .  If we reduce the Bible to a tool to be used, the 
tool builds up calluses on our hearts.16

If the preacher primarily uses the Bible as a tool for finding sermons, it is difficult to

enter the world of the text; and if that world is not entered, then how can the transforming

word of God be heard?

The Christian practice of lectio divina is one way to enter the sacred world of

Scripture. Instead of looking for a sermon, or mining the text for thorough exegesis,

lectio divina invites the preacher to “sit down and stay awhile.” Ultimately, the Bible is

read not to gain knowledge or information, but to experience the Holy One. Michael

Casey explains, “We have to slow down our intellectual metabolism and not expect to

find quick and easy solutions. . .  It is like entering a cave. We need to give our eyes time

to adjust to the dimmer light.”17 Lectio divina offers the opportunity to experience the

Word that preachers attempt to proclaim and for which they long.

This project introduced the practice of lectio divina to the homiletical process of

five preachers who were looking for homiletical renewal. Lectio divina was not

presented as a simple way for preachers to experience homiletical renewal. Graves

explains that homiletical burnout is usually too multifaceted to be solved by any one

thing. He recommends that preachers widen their homiletical assessment by exploring

their approach to preaching and their approach to life.18 The practice of lectio divina was

16 Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art o f Spiritual Reading 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 92.

17 Michael Casey, Sacred Reading: The Ancient Art o f Lectio Divina. (Liguroi, MO: 
Liguori, 1997), 8.

18 Graves, Fully Alive, 7-14.
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one way to explore both foci. Practicing lectio divina with the text from which 

participants were preaching was a change to their homiletical process, and lectio divina 

as a way of practicing Sabbath, was a change in their approach to life. The use of lectio 

divina was an intentional way of deepening approaches to preaching and life. 

Understanding the Context

The five preachers in this project expressed a need for homiletical renewal. All 

had experienced some degree of homiletical burnout and knew the difficulties of the 

weekly rhythm of preaching. While they had some measure of homiletical sustainability, 

their preaching was often not as life giving as they had hoped. An example of this 

struggle arose when one participant withdrew from this project. She took a leave of 

absence from her congregation prior to the beginning of this project because of 

homiletical burnout.19

The five participants preach more than forty times a year, the minimum 

requirement to participate. While they were familiar with lectio divina, they were 

novices who did not use lectio divina as a part of their homiletical process. Participants 

practiced lectio divina with their weekly sermon text for at least twenty minutes, four 

days a week, for five weeks. The participants were given from August 5 through October 

5 to complete the five weeks.

I met with each participant, either in person or via Skype, before the project to 

explain details and answer their questions. Each participant was given a four-page 

handout describing the steps of lectio divina, and a weekly journal form.20 Each

19 Because of her departure from the project, there are no female participants. This is 
a recognized weakness of the research.

20 See Appendices E and F.
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I

participant completed a semi-structured interview before and after the project. The 

interviews were audio recorded to ensure accuracy. Participants wrote a one-page essay 

before the project describing their experience with homiletical burnout, and kept a 

weekly journal to record their experience with lectio divina.

The Participants 

“Roger”

Roger22 is a thirty-eight-year-old male who preaches more than fifty times a year. 

He pastors an urban congregation (Baptist) and preaches to an average of eighty 

parishioners each Sunday. Roger plans his preaching in six-month increments, 

alternating between the lectionary and sermon series. He spends an average of twenty 

hours a week on homiletical preparation, with most of it occurring at the local Starbucks.

Roger begins the process by spending time with the biblical text on Monday. He 

wrestles and struggles with the text before he consults commentaries on Tuesday and 

Wednesday. He consults commentaries to make sure that his understanding of the text is 

accurate. Roger enjoys this aspect of preparation: “I use that [commentaries] because I 

enjoy keeping my mind active. I want to make sure I engage all of that, so why not do it? 

It’s going to help the sermon; it’s going to help me.”23 By Wednesday or Thursday, he 

usually has a manuscript or an outline containing the essence of the sermon. Roger takes 

a break from the sermon on Friday, spends a brief time looking over it on Saturday, and

21 See Appendix D.

22 Pseudonyms are used in order to protect the confidentiality of the participants.

23 “Roger,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 7 August 2013, audio recording, 
Skype.
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then spends three hours on Sunday morning finalizing the sermon. He alternates between 

preaching from a manuscript, with notes, and no notes.

Roger has been preaching for seven years, which is long enough to understand the 

ebb and flow of preaching: “I find that I like i t . . .  [but] you come to find out that 

Sundays occur on a regular basis, like every three days!”24 He finds that homiletical 

burnout occurs when he has not given his best to the sermon. He explains, “Burnout 

occurs when I haven’t given everything to my sermon prep. . .  When I say I’m 

homiletically burned out, I’m burned out with not being faithful.”25 He has previously 

considered another vocation because of homiletical burnout and would call someone “a 

liar if they hadn’t!”26

Roger regularly takes time off. He explains, “I’m pretty faithful on a day off. I 

know that I need it, I’m assuming my church knows that I need it, at least those who 

know me know that I need it, and my gosh, my golf swing needs it!”27 He exercises for 

an hour and a half every weekday, and describes himself as possessing both extrovert and 

introvert tendencies.

“Bill”

Bill is a sixty-year-old-male who preaches more than one hundred times a year.

He pastors a town church (Congregationalist/United Church of Christ) that is comprised 

primarily of retirees and nonnatives. Bill preaches to an average of 150 parishioners each 

Sunday. He spends an average of fifteen hours a week on homiletical preparation. Most

24 Ibid.

25 Ibid.

26 Ibid.

27 Ibid.
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of his work occurs in his church study. He plans his preaching in six-month increments 

and uses the lectionary.

When Bill is preaching from the New Testament, he begins his process a week 

ahead of time by translating the biblical text from the Greek. On Monday, Tuesday, and 

Wednesday he consults commentaries, and eventually searches Day One to “see what 

kind of sermons have been preached, and see if I get any ideas from that.”28 Bill then 

spends Thursday, Friday, and Saturday sorting out the sequence of what he wants to say. 

He does not write a manuscript and consistently preaches without notes.

Bill has been preaching for thirty-seven years. He enjoys the exegetical work and 

standing before the congregation to proclaim a word. His experience of burnout is 

largely time related: “Sometimes I don’t get to put the time in that I want to . . .  and 

sometimes I’ve had the experience that there’s just nothing inside m e . . .  it may just be 

that I’m getting older, too.”29 Bill has thought about work outside the church, but never 

seriously. He envies people who have a job, “where at the end of the day, they can see 

they did something. I can’t say that. A lot of days I can’t see that I’ve done anything.”30 

Bill takes Friday afternoon and Saturday off. When funerals occur on Saturday, 

which they often do in his congregation, he takes time off during the week. He exercises 

three times a week “mainly because the doctor told me to do it.”31 Bill is an introvert.

28 “Bill,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 8 August 2013, audio recording, Tryon, 
NC.

29 Ibid.

30 Ibid.

31 Ibid.
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“Ted”

Ted is a forty-nine-year-old male who preaches at least fifty times a year. When 

asked if his church was urban, suburban, or rural, he laughed and said, “All three! ” His 

congregation (Baptist) is located in a college town and is highly diverse. He preaches to 

an average of one hundred and seventy-five parishioners each Sunday. Ted uses the 

lectionary and plans his preaching around the seasons of the church year. He spends an 

average of five to six hours a week on homiletical preparation.

Ted begins by reading the biblical text on Sunday evening or Monday morning 

without consulting commentaries: “So, I’ll live with that a few days. It’s usually 

Thursday or Friday before I read the commentaries, and then I’ll have a mental map of 

it.”33 While some of his study occurs at church, a significant amount of his preparation 

happens Sunday morning at the local Burger King. He explains, “On Sunday morning I 

go to Burger King at 7:30 a.m., and for about an hour it’s fleshing out all that I’ve lived 

with. Then I get in the car, and I have about a twenty-minute loop I drive as I’m going 

over the sermon in my head.”34 After the drive, “I come to the church and we get 

Sunday school going and all that, and then I go and take a walk around town, it’s about 

another twenty minutes that I do there. . .  it took a while for them to stop trying to pick 

me up or bother me.”35 This process keeps him and his sermons vibrant: “Mine are

“Ted,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 26 August 2013, audio recording, 
Hendersonville, NC.

33 Ibid.

34 Ibid.

35 Ibid.



pretty fresh. A couple of weeks ago I used an illustration that happened that morning at 

Burger King.”36 He does not write a manuscript and preaches without notes.

Ted has been preaching for 18 years and has trouble admitting to burnout. He 

explains, “I have a big enough ego that I have trouble admitting burnout, but there is 

definitely an ebb and flow to preaching, especially after occupying the same pulpit for 

eighteen years.” Burnout is usually due to a lack of time for the sermon. He explains, 

“I’ve discovered that during these times that I’m tired [of preaching], I have a lot of other 

demands, for example: funerals, hospital, etc. Maybe I am just distracted. . .  that’s why 

I am interested in this project.”37

Ted has never thought seriously about work outside the church. He grew up 

fanning and his father was a plumber, and he knew he never wanted to work in those 

vocations: “You know the irony is, we have a lot of ministries that involve farming and 

plumbing.”38 He takes Thursday and Saturday off, and “works on Friday because nobody 

bothers you on Friday. Friday is a dead day at church! I get a lot done!”39 Even though 

Ted rarely takes a “real vacation,” his congregation partners with churches in Chicago, 

Brooklyn, and Washington, DC, and he finds these trips renewing and invigorating. Ted 

referees high school soccer matches for exercise and recreation. He finds moving from 

the “pastor” role to the “referee” role renewing. He is an extrovert.

36 Ibid.

37 “Ted’s” essay.

38 “Ted,” Interview.
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“Mike”

Mike is a forty-year-old male who preaches more than fifty times a year. He 

pastors a rural congregation (Baptist) and preaches to an average of seventy parishioners 

each Sunday. Mike typically preaches sermon series, and plans his preaching monthly. 

He spends between ten and fifteen hours each week on homiletical preparation. Most of 

his work occurs at the church.

On Monday and Tuesday Mike spends time with the biblical text. Often he has 

already consulted commentaries because he usually preaches from the text he taught in 

Bible study the week before. By Wednesday or Thursday he fleshes out the sermon on a 

manuscript or as a detailed outline. On Sunday morning he finalizes the sermon by 

practicing it from the pulpit. He usually preaches with notes.

Mike has been preaching for three years, which was long enough for him to 

experience homiletical burnout:

“It usually happens after a major sermon series or holiday, such as Easter or
Advent, where I have put a lot of effort and time into my weekly sermons. I find
myself after these series with little desire to put the same effort and study into the

•  **40upcoming sermons.

Before serving in the local church, Mike was a missionary and preaching was not a part 

of his weekly work. The weekly tasks of preaching and leading worship have him 

considering other ministry positions.

Mike takes off Friday and Saturday. “I try to be pretty good about taking my days 

off at the end of the week.”41 He runs at least five days a week, and often his running is

40 “Mike’s” essay.

41 “Mike,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 22 August 2013, audio recording, 
Skype.
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an extension of his ministry to the community: “I run with the high school cross-country 

and track team. . .  it keeps me pretty active and involved.”42 Mike is an extrovert.

“Don”

Don is a thirty-seven-year-old male who preaches forty-five times a year. He 

pastors a suburban congregation (Methodist) and preaches to an average of one hundred 

parishioners each Sunday. Don follows the lectionary, and plans his preaching on a 

weekly basis. He averages seven or eight hours a week on homiletical preparation, with 

most of that work occurring at home.

Don begins Monday morning reading the lections for the week, deciding on 

which one to preach. After he selects the passage he stays with it a while longer. On 

Tuesday morning he consults the commentaries and does what he calls “the barest of 

bones exegesis. Wednesday and Thursday he hunts for stories, works on sequencing, 

and concludes with a written manuscript. Don explains, “Now I always write mine out 

because I am not a natural bom public speaker. I have to stop and think and think, what 

goes here, what needs to be said next, connect this theme to this theme.”44 His scheduled 

approach, which is always done by at least Friday morning, has helped his 

procrastination, which previously led to weekend-written sermons. While he still 

preaches from a manuscript, he is not as dependent upon one as he used to be.

42 Ibid.

43 “Don,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 22 August 2013, audio recording, 
Skype.

44 Ibid.
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Don has preached for eleven years, and is in the process of leaving vocational

ministry for multiple reasons. His decision to leave is not directly related to homiletical

burnout, but it is a factor:

I keep my life on a weekly rhythm, every week you’ve got to get that sermon 
done . . .  you wake up on a Monday morning, you think, ‘Man, I’ve got to write 
another sermon, again.’ Then you think, ‘Hey, I’ve got thirty five more years of 
this,’ you know? Man, that’s a lot.45

When contemplating yet another sermon, he wrote in his essay, “I feel tired, (like Bilbo

tells Gandalf in The Fellowship o f the Ring) my heart and mind stretched thin, the words

I say on Sunday like too little butter spread over too much bread.”46

Don faithfully takes off Friday and Saturday, and exercises three to four mornings

each week to keep his body in shape and to renew his mind. He is an introvert.

The Research Method

A Qualitative Case Study

This project explored the experience of lectio divina with preachers seeking 

homiletical renewal through a qualitative case study. While quantitative research 

requires a significant sample size, qualitative research is an effective way to conduct 

research with a small sample, which is what makes it particularly effective for this Doctor 

of Ministry project. The benefit of qualitative research is that it provides rich, thick data. 

Creswell explains:

Case studies are a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher explores in depth a 
program, event, activity, process, of one or more individuals. Cases are bounded

45 Ibid.

46 “Don’s” essay.
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by time and activity, and researchers collect detailed information using a variety
of data collection procedures over a sustained period of time.47

The qualitative method allows the researcher to develop a descriptive narrative from the 

participants themselves.

Many Doctor of Ministry projects dealing with preaching focus more of their 

research upon the hearers of sermons rather than the preachers of sermons. This 

emphasis on how the sermon affects the congregation can be helpful. But this project is 

concerned with how the sermon affects the preacher. As Creswell explains, “The key 

idea behind qualitative research is to learn about the problem or issue from the 

participants.”48 Sermons may or may not affect the hearers, but the preparation and 

delivery of the sermon will affect the preacher. In order to explore homiletical renewal 

the preacher is the most important resource.

Qualitative research requires multiple sources of data. Creswell writes, 

“Qualitative researchers typically gather multiple forms of data, such as interviews, 

observations, and documents, rather than rely on a single data source.” Researchers then 

“review all of the data, make sense of it, and organize it into categories or themes that cut 

across all of the data sources.”49 This triangulation of data helps the researcher to better 

exam the project.

This project conducted semi-structured interviews with each participant prior to 

the project and after the project. Some of these interviews were conducted in person and

47 John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed 
Methods Approaches (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, Inc., 2009), 13.

48 Ibid., 176.

49 Ibid., 175.
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others were conducted via Skype. All interviews were recorded to insure accuracy. 

Participants wrote a one-page essay prior to the project describing their experience of 

homiletical burnout, and kept weekly journals during the project. These varied sources of 

data allowed the researcher to gain a more comprehensive understanding of each 

participant’s experience of burnout and renewal.

The Role of the Researcher

In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary data collection instrument.50 

Because of this, the researcher can “use the first person ‘I’ or collective ‘we’ in the 

narrative form.”51 The subjectivity of the researcher requires honest identification of 

assumptions and biases at the beginning of the research. Creswell explains, “This self

reflection creates an open and honest narrative that will resonate well with readers.”52 

While subjectivity is often viewed as a negative, acknowledging this bias and the 

researcher’s contribution to the study can be positive.

My perceptions of homiletical burnout and renewal are shaped by my personal 

experience as a pastor. I have served as a pastor for eleven years. For most of those five 

hundred and seventy-two weeks I have written and preached sermons. I believe that 

preaching is the central task of the minister’s work. That is not to say that ministers do 

not have other important work to which they are called, but preaching is the ground from 

which the other work flows.

50 Ibid., 196.

51 Ibid., 194.

52 Ibid., 192.
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I am a preaching nerd. I love to preach, and I enjoy listening to good sermons. 

Whenever I am in the car for a significant period of time I often listen to sermons. I 

especially enjoy listening to Fred Craddock. His folksy wisdom has helped shape and 

form my understanding of preaching, and of what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. I 

frequently attend preaching workshops and seminars, and enjoy discussing homiletics 

almost as much I love preaching. I know the sermon is a viable vehicle for hope and 

change, because I have been moved and changed by the spoken word.

But as much as I love preaching, I also know the burden and difficulty that 

accompanies this weekly work. There are some weeks when the well is dry. Amy Butler 

writes:

I knew weekly preaching was part of the gig when I took it. It’s just that 
sometimes it feels like the folder closes on one week’s sermon and there’s no 
down time at all before the search for meaning and profundity begins all over 
again. While aware I’ve been well-trained (and am paid) to do this, I can’t help
but think some weeks that I should just sit down and listen [but] as far as I
know there’s no liturgical allowance for the preacher to get up on Sunday 
morning and say: ‘I know I’m the preacher, but today I’ve got nothing. I think I’ll 
pass. Let’s take 20 minutes of silence.’ 53

Emptiness happens. Exhaustion happens. And some weeks, even though I love to

preach, boredom happens. The frequency of Sundays can wear out even the most

dedicated preachers.

I chose this research project not only because 1 am interested in the subject, but

because I want to continue to preach with love and vitality. I know What it is to struggle

with homiletical burnout. My own need for homiletical renewal will influence this

project. But that does not make this research less helpful. Hopefully, the opposite is true.

53 Amy Butler, “Preaching when you have nothing to say,” Associated Baptist Press, 
March 21,2013. http://www.abpnews.com/opinion/item/8319-preaching-when-you- 
have-nothing-to-say#.Uo9uC5RgbJ- (accessed Nov 22,2013).

http://www.abpnews.com/opinion/item/8319-preaching-when-you-


I am not the only preacher who loves to preach but also wonders, “Is it possible to do this 

for a lifetime? With vigor, integrity, and passion?” If this research helps preaching 

become more life-giving for me, then it should also offer new life to other preachers.



CHAPTER FOUR

“REST FOR YOUR SOULS”

This research emerged from a deep love of preaching. I wanted to shape a project 

that would encourage my own journey toward homiletical renewal, while positively 

affecting my ministry at the First Baptist Church of Tryon, NC. I am grateful that the 

research part of this project exceeded my expectations. Collecting the data for this 

project was one such experience. The pre and post-project interviews were fun. “Fun” 

may not be the correct word for such a project, but it is accurate.

While I am interested in hearing what you are preaching about, I am more 

interested in hearing how you prepare to preach. Over the long haul, a preacher’s 

homiletical process affects one’s sustainability. These five preachers brought five 

different approaches to preaching. There were similarities, like preaching from a biblical 

text and consulting commentaries, but there was much diversity. Hearing other dedicated 

preachers talk through their weekly process was insightful, interesting, and fun.

These interviews helped me better understand their homiletical process, 

congregational context, and habits of work, rest, and play. I knew the participants to 

varying degrees prior to the project, but I had never engaged them in detailed 

conversation about their approach to ministry in general, and preaching in specific.

Three of the interviews were conducted via Skype because of distance, while two of the

59
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participants were close enough to interview in person. These interviews not only 

produced rich, thick data, they deepened friendships. This part of the project was life- 

giving and renewing.

Framing the Findings 

Developing Proficiency with Lectio Divina

Each of the five participants had some knowledge and experience of lectio divina, 

but none were experienced practitioners. I provided a handout that guided each 

participant through the four steps of lectio divina} The instructions included 

commentary and suggested a minimum amount of time to spend with each step. The 

participants found the handout to be helpful and adequate, but that is not to say that there 

were no difficulties.

Lectio divina is a spiritual discipline, and while the practice was helpful for these

beginners, it takes time to fully realize the benefits. Participants expressed the most

difficulty in transitioning into the quiet, still rhythm of prayer. Bill explains:

One of the things I’ve learned is that it is hard for me to shut my brain down and 
just be. I didn’t realize how distracted I could be because I’m thinking, instead of 
being present. That kept getting in the way.2

Don’s experience is similar:

When I would try to engage in quiet focus, prayer, or meditation, there’s always 
this swirl of thoughts going on in my head that I have to constantly quiet down. 
It’s like there’s a song always playing in my head.3

1 See appendix F.

“Bill,” post-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 1 October 2013, audio recording, Tiyon,
NC.

3 “Don,” post-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 1 October 2013, audio recording, Skype.



Because our lives are inundated with noise and busyness, moving into stillness and rest is 

difficult. When I have guided parishioners in lectio divina and other kinds of 

contemplative prayer, I received similar feedback. I have experienced the same difficulty 

in my own prayer life.

This lack of familiarization with lectio divina was one of the expected weaknesses 

of this project. In order to have a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship 

between lectio divina and homiletical renewal, participants should be more experienced 

with lectio divina. The steps of meditatio and contemplatio provided the most difficulty. 

Meditatio was difficult because participants had trouble focusing on only one word.

Other words and thoughts continued to enter their mind. This same kind of “noise” made 

contemplatio the most difficult. Participants struggled to embrace the inactivity of 

contemplatio, constantly wondering if they were “doing it right.”

The brevity of this project exacerbates the weakness. In a more ideal scenario the 

participants would have practiced lectio divina as a part of the homiletical process for six 

months to a year. This would help participants gain familiarity and comfort with lectio 

divina. Outcomes over a more extended period of time would yield better data. I 

acknowledge these weaknesses in order to view the data in its proper context.

Normalcy

I questioned each participant about the normalcy of the five weeks in which they 

practiced lectio divina. If there is such a thing as a normal week in the life of the minister 

then none of these five experienced it. This lack of normalcy speaks to the always- 

changing nature of the minister’s work and the need for rhythm and stability.
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A few days before the beginning of the project, Bill had a large tree fall on his

house, doing significant damage to the front of his home. Thankfully, no one was

injured. I learned about the incident during our in person pre-project interview. Bill

explained that he might need to interrupt the interview to answer a phone call from his

insurance agent because of storm damage to his house. I was impressed and grateful that

Bill took time for an interview during the midst of chaos. He recollects the experience:

These last five weeks have certainly not been normal, especially the first couple 
of weeks with so much chaos around the house. So that was very distracting at 
the beginning. Which might have been a good thing, because this forced me to 
take time out to do this, and to just focus on God’s acceptance of me. And that’s 
kind of how it felt most of the times when I finished lectio divina, I felt accepted. 
It gave me a break from this other stuff that I didn’t need to worry about so much. 
It helped me refocus.4

While Bill’s experience was unfortunate and unexpected, much of life is. His experience 

of lectio divina as a calm amid the storm illustrates the power of spiritual disciplines to 

center one’s life. The discipline of prayer can anchor one even in the most difficult of 

circumstances. This is one reason that preachers should never be too busy for prayer and 

silence. The more difficult the week, the busier the schedule, the more essential it is to 

ground oneself in God. I am grateful that Bill continued in this project under difficult 

circumstances.

Roger’s break from normalcy was directly related to his homiletical process. 

During the five weeks that he practiced lectio divina he also began a new homiletical 

paradigm. While he had alternated between manuscripts, notes, and no notes in the past, 

he followed Andy Stanley’s model from Communicating for a Change: Seven Keys to 

Irresistible Communication for these five weeks. He explains, “This new method has

4 “Bill,” post-interview.
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been liberating for me and lectio divina has helped. Especially doing this new process, 

it’s enabled me to renew and strengthen my prayer life. So it’s been good.”5 For the sake 

of this project, I wish Roger would have waited to reinvent his homiletical process, but I 

am grateful that this project has played a part in his renewed energy around preaching.

Ted and Mike experienced unusual weeks. Ted explains, “We were in the middle 

of a big missions project, which means that I had a lot of irons in the fire. We’re always 

pretty busy, but this time of year in a college town is especially busy.”6 For four of the 

five weeks Mike preached about stewardship. “The last five weeks have not been 

normal. I preached four sermons on stewardship, and who really wants to preach about 

stewardship? Not me! These weeks were definitely not normal.”7

Don’s five weeks were unique. He explains, “I’m not happy at all at this church. 

If I could run screaming away from this church I would. But then my kids wouldn’t eat, 

you know?”8 But Don’s difficulty extends beyond his local congregation. “I don’t know 

if this impacts your research, but I’m actively looking for other jobs, as in, a different 

vocation. I’m thinking of doing social work, where I can still help people, but I can’t stay 

in the church.”9 Ironically, the use of lectio divina helped Don clarify this decision:

“I’ve been struggling with this for a while, and oddly enough, I think over the last few

5 “Roger,” post-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 22 October 2013, audio recording, 
Skype.

6 “Ted,” post-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 20 October 2013, audio recording, 
Asheville, NC.

7 “Mike,” post-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 3 October 2013, audio recording,
Skype.

8 “Don,” post-interview.

9 Ibid.
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weeks, spending more time in prayer, particularly the experience with lectio divina, has 

helped me come to terms with this decision.”10 While I am grateful to learn that Don is 

moving in a direction that seems best for him and his family, I was sad to hear of a fine 

colleague leaving ordained ministry.

The snapshot of these five preachers gives some insight into the complexity of 

human life. Many people are dealing with more than one would imagine. The difficulty 

and busyness of life, coupled with the demands of vocational ministry, require preachers 

to intentionally tend to their souls and lives with a particular urgency.

Journaling

The journaling aspect of the project did not yield as much data as I anticipated. 

One participant was particularly diligent in this practice, two offered limited thoughts, 

and two did not journal. In retrospect, I would not ask the participants to journal. These 

preachers graciously gave over one hour a week, for five weeks, for my research. That 

was a significant sacrifice and gift. The additional time of journaling was too much to 

ask. Participants who found journaling particularly burdensome could allow that to skew 

their experience with lectio divina.

The Research Findings 

Approaching Scripture Differently

One of the strengths of lectio divina is that it requires the practitioner to engage 

Scripture on an experiential level. Instead of approaching Scripture as a puzzle to be 

solved, lectio divina offers a firsthand experience of the text. Anna Carter Florence 

explains that this kind of experience is at the heart of biblical preaching, “The preacher

10 Ibid.



65

tells what she has seen and heard in the biblical text and in life, and then confesses what

she believes about it.”11 To enter and experience the world of Scripture is far different

than visiting for vocational or intellectual purposes. Barbara Brown Taylor expounds:

The last thing any of us needs is more information about God. We need the 
practice of incarnation, by which God saves the lives of those whose intellectual 
assent has turned as dry as dust, who have run frighteningly low on the bread of 
life, who are dying to know more God in their bodies. Not more about God.
More God.12

The possibility of a raw encounter with the Divine makes Scripture a living Word, and

helps the reader approach the text with expectation and joy, instead of dread and burden.

One of the clearest themes identified in this project is that lectio divina helped

these preachers do that. This is not to say that lectio divina totally transformed then-

reading, but it did allow them to approach Scripture differently. While they did not

abandon diachronic and synchronic methods of biblical interpretation, lectio divina

helped them experience Scripture through a more personal encounter with the Word.

Don was in the habit of quickly finding an interpretative angle on the biblical text,

in order to get the sermon done as quickly as possible. He explains:

I got into the bad habit of viewing the text as purely an instrument with which to 
write a sermon so that I can go about the rest of my week. But lectio divina made 
me stop and dig more deeply into the text. . .  it made me slow down, and gave me 
time to slow down. . .  and to experience the text. I enjoyed the experience of 
having my attention drawn to different places than I had originally anticipated. ”13

11 Anna Carter Florence, Preaching as Testimony (Louisville: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, 2007), xiii.

12 Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World (New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers), 45.

13 “Don,” post-interview.
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This experience with the text was at odds with his homiletical pedagogy that had stressed 

objectivity, and his recent homiletic that was more oriented to “keeping people’s 

attention.”14 He continues, “Lectio divina has helped me trust the text again. To trust 

this passage via the living Word.”15

Bill came from a similar perspective, and found that lectio divina helped him to 

better trust the Holy Spirit and his own experience of the text, “It helped me focus more 

on the text without listening to other voices . . .  there was no intermediary between the 

text and me. And that was helpful.”16

Ted expounds on this more experiential approach to Scripture: “It helps us get 

back to the roots, to help make a connection more directly with God. I think that’s the 

piece that it adds that nothing else can.”17 He was surprised that this more experiential 

approach allowed Scripture to speak with a new and different voice.

Roger adds, “Too often we neglect that very basic part of spending time with the 

text and so for me that has become an extremely important thing that I don’t want to

1 ftneglect.” Lectio divina helped him more fully digest the text: “I just wrestle with that 

and allow that to resonate within me.”19 All the participants expressed a desire and need

14 Ibid.

15 Ibid.

16 “Bill,” post-interview.

17 “Ted,” post-interview.

18 “Roger,” post-inteview.

19 Ibid.
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to spend more time alone with Scripture before consulting other voices, and lectio divina 

helped that happen.

Mike highlighted the importance of approaching Scripture differently: “A lot of

times we read [Scripture] to give a gift to others, rather than a gift to us. We’re trying to

feed others instead of letting it feed us. I think lectio divina can help overcome that.”20

Mike continues, “I read Scripture because it’s work related and I’ve got to preach a

sermon on it, and instead it could be a gift to refresh and enlighten my own spiritual

life.”21 Tony Jones explains this notion of Scripture as gift:

Let your reading be restful and unhurried. God’s Word is his gift to you. It’s a 
blessing -  so let it bless you. Experience it; don’t intellectualize it. Let the 
experience of reading God’s Word be just that for you -  an experience of reading 
God’s Word.22

For many, approaching Scripture as gift received rather than puzzle to be solved requires 

a significant reframing of one of the fundamental tasks of the preacher.

Approaching Scripture differently is a significant step toward homiletical renewal. 

This benefit of lectio divina offers one of the most compelling insights of the project 

because a small reframing or change in perspective can have great benefit. Reading 

Scripture as a gift for your enjoyment and growth is a radical shift from reading Scripture 

mainly to find a sermon. By definition lectio divina offers this different kind of approach 

to Scripture, and all five participants confirmed it. While lectio divina does not replace 

the need for diachronic and synchronic approaches to biblical interpretation, helping

20 “Mike,” post-interview.

21 Ibid.

Tony Jones, Divine Intervention: Encountering God through the Ancient Practice 
o f Lectio Divina (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2006), 66.
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preachers to see Scripture as one of God’s great gifts is a substantial movement toward 

homiletical renewal.

Time Management

One of the more obvious discoveries of the research was that homiletical burnout 

occurred most often when these preachers had little time to spend on the sermon. The 

participants experienced the most burnout when they were most busy. Busy weeks, with 

little time spent on the sermon, made them feel guilty. Unfortunately, this time crunch is 

a normal reality for many preachers. Preachers struggle with an inadequate amount of 

time to prepare a sermon and still meet the other expectations of their congregations.

This constant lack of time, especially in a culture that celebrates busyness, contributes 

heavily to homiletical burnout.

While all five participants expressed the desire to continue the practice of lectio 

divina, they all shared the same time concern. Bill explains, “The hardest thing about 

doing lectio divina was keeping my mind off all the things I had to do. I’m going to keep 

at it, but it’ll be hard to fit it into my schedule.”23 Ted was enthusiastic about lectio 

divina, but worried that his workload would make it a struggle. He states, “You get 

loaded up with so many other things that the church lays on you, and so to stay with the 

process is hard to do. I’ll definitely continue, but it’ll take effort to do it.”24 Even when 

the participants found lectio divina to be life-giving, and wanted to continue the practice, 

they still wondered if they would have time.

23 “Bill,” post-interview.

24 “Ted,” post-interview.
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One of the benefits of regularly practicing lectio divina is that it helps prioritize

your schedule. Making prayerful reading of the biblical text from which you will preach

a daily habit is one way to place the sermon and your own spiritual growth at the top of

your priority list. Lillian Daniel writes:

I am not ashamed to make the decision to put my sermon preparation at the top of 
my list each week. I have learned that of everything I do, the sermon is the thing 
that touches the largest number of people. It deserves the greatest amount of 
attention.25

If preachers are going to find enough time for the sermon or lectio divina, they must be

willing to make this time a priority. Preachers should not feel guilty when they make

time for the essential work of preaching and praying.

One way to reframe this time is to see the entire homiletical process as a spiritual

discipline. Roger explains:

I learned a few years ago that my sermon work was my devotional work. The two 
are not separate. You don’t have to work on the sermon, and then go and find 
additional devotional practices. I mean, who has time for that, anyway? So when 
I learned to approach my sermon work as a spiritual practice it helped me 
tremendously.

This time management can be liberating. If preachers can see their daily spiritual 

practice as part of the homiletical process, instead of a separate task to be completed, they 

take a significant step toward homiletical renewal. A disciplined approach to daily prayer 

and study alleviates the guilt that often accompanies a haphazard approach. The guilt 

from not spending enough time with the sermon is a chronic path toward burnout. 

Prioritizing time for the sermon is not easy, but the rewards are immense. The regular

25 Lillian Daniel and Martin B. Copenhaver, This Odd and Wondrous Calling: The 
Public and Private Lives o f Two Ministers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 223.

26 “Roger,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 7 August 2013, audio recording,
Skype.
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practice of lectio divina with the biblical text from which one preaches is an important

step toward better time management. Learning how to faithfully and efficiently manage

time is an essential step toward homiletical renewal.

Lectio Divina as Sabbath

Because homiletical burnout is complex, and the trajectory toward homiletical

renewal is wide, it was necessary to examine more than the participant’s homiletical

process. Learning about their habits of work, rest, and play gave insight into their lives.

After all, finding time to rest and play is a commandment not a suggestion:

Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy. For six days you shall labor and do 
all your work. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the L o rd  your God; you shall 
not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, 
your livestock, or die alien resident in your towns. For in six days the L o r d  made 
heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; 
therefore the L o r d  blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it (Exodus 20:8-11).

Keeping Sabbath is not some arbitrary process to check off a list. Jesus made it clear that

the Sabbath is a gift for our own well-being: “The Sabbath was made for humankind,

and not humankind for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27b). Preachers should not see the Sabbath

has something they have to do, but as something they get to do; something that offers life

and rest, even enjoyment. Patty Kirk explains:

In my view, it is here—ironically in the context of humans’ failure and not in the 
mere stoppage of God’s work—that God models what resting really means. 
Walking. In the garden. In the cool of the day. Clearly enjoying himself.27

Preachers must find time, and their own ways to enjoy life.

All of the participants had regular patterns of exercise and recreation. They also

consistently take days off. There was consensus that these Sabbath practices were

27 Patty Kirk, The Easy Burden o f Pleasing God (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 
2013), 88.
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important for their well-being. Roger’s sentiments summarized the issue, “Working out

and trying to eat relatively well keeps me going, it keeps me from getting burned out. It’s

essential for me.”28 While these ministers already had a healthy concept of Sabbath,

could lectio divina further their experience?

The five participants found the experience of lectio divina enjoyable. Instead of

another burden added to their weekly schedules, which is how I was afraid the project

might feel, they experienced rest and renewal. Bill explaines:

I found lectio divina helpful and affirming. I’m going to try to keep at it. It 
helped me to slow down and to not rush so much. But more than anything it 
helped me to experience these moments of grace where you can just sit and be. 
You know, I guess I need to give myself the permission to do that more often than 
I do.29

Bill’s description of lectio divina as “moments of grace” is a beautiful way to describe 

Sabbath experiences.

All five participants agreed they found enough benefit and enjoyment in the 

practice of lectio divina to continue the practice. Mike explains, “I’ve already made it a 

part of my routine. I haven’t been as consistent with it, but I will continue to use it.”30 

Roger says, “I will definitely continue to practice it, but I am not going to be as worried 

about sticking with it in such a regimented way.”31 The freedom to use lectio divina in a 

way that works best for the individual demonstrates the malleable nature of spiritual

28 “Roger,” post-interview.

29 “Bill,” post-interview.

30 “Mike,” post-interview.

31 “Roger,” post-interview.
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disciples and Sabbath practices. Lectio divina was worthy Sabbath-time for the 

participants as it provided them with renewed energy for preaching.

Lectio Divina in the Sermon

This project was more concerned about a well-lived life than a well-preached 

sermon. The goal was not to make the participants better preachers. Neither lectio 

divina, nor anything else that I know of, will magically transform someone into Fred 

Craddock, Tom Long, or Barbara Brown Taylor. The goal was to help them find life and 

renewal in the homiletical process. But I was interested in hearing participants evaluate 

their sermons. Did the practice of lectio divina make a difference in the pulpit on Sunday 

morning?

Three of the participants (Mike, Bill, and Don) did not observe any correlation

between the project and the sermons they preached. Bill summarized their feelings, “I

would say the sermons were probably about the same.”32 I expected this response.

What I did not expect is that Ted and Roger thought their sermons were

significantly better. Ted expresses surprise:

I definitely had more passion and I received positive feedback from folks who 
don’t normally offer it. It was surprising that a few even said, ‘There has been 
something different about you the last couple of Sundays.’ One of them even 
called and I thought, ‘Oh, Lord, what have I done now?’ Because he only calls to 
complain. And then he said, ‘I really appreciated your last two sermons. They 
have helped me see some things differently and I wanted to thank you for that.’33

Sincere affirmation from someone who usually offers none is an encouraging surprise.

Roger, who also changed some of his other homiletical practices, thought his

sermons were better than usual. The preacher knows better than anyone what went into

32 “Bill,” post-interview.

33 “Ted,” post-interview.
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the sermon, or what did not. Preachers who feel good about the sermons they preach are 

on the road toward renewal. Roger and Ted feeling good about the sermons they 

preached during this project is a positive outcome.

Try Something New

Preachers are not free to completely reinvent the wheel because they operate 

within an ancient tradition. Additionally, congregations have their own localized 

traditions. Changing or breeching these local traditions is dangerous. Operating inside 

these local traditions, however, can make the preacher see their once profound and sacred 

calling morph into something less. Being the keeper of one congregation’s traditions, 

when the calling to ministry is so much more, is not exactly life-changing work. This 

drains life from the preacher and opens them to tremendous temptation. Brett Younger 

explains:

What I’ve learned since then, also to my disappointment, is that for ministers 
temptation doesn’t wear a red dress or tight-fitting blue jeans. The temptations 
most likely to steal ministerial souls are quiet and boring. The temptations are to 
be dull and apathetic, and they are more dangerous than I ever imagined.34

The energy and passion that once drove the preacher through the mundane aspects of

ministry wanes and the preacher is co-opted into someone else. Younger writes:

Most sermons are dull because churches make their preachers dull. When we 
weren’t paying attention, someone decided that the goal of the church is 
tranquility. Unlike the early days of Christianity, the church now serves people 
who think of themselves as “nice” and want to keep peace no matter how boring it 
might be.35

This is not the work that Jesus calls one to. Faithful ministry requires preachers to fight 

against apathy and boredom.

34 Brett Younger, Who Moved My Pulpit (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2004), 12.

35 Ibid., 32.
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One of the reasons the participants enjoyed this project is because it was 

something new. This does not take away from the important experience of lectio divina, 

but sometimes a new practice works simply because it is new and different. While 

ministry constantly offers new opportunities and challenges, the weekly sermon writing 

process can become monotonous. Therefore, preachers should try new practices in the 

homiletical process.

Roger and Ted were the participants who offered the most positive responses 

toward the project. They not only enjoyed lectio divina, expressing that it helped renew 

their energy toward preaching, they even thought it helped make their sermons better. 

Roger, however, added more than lectio divina to his homiletical process. He changed 

his entire conceptual approach to preaching. He moved from talking to the congregation 

with a manuscript or notes, to talking with the congregation without a manuscript. He 

explains, “There are three rules of communication: 1) Engage your audience! 2) Engage 

your audience! 3) Engage your audience!”36 Roger found that lectio divina and a 

reframed homiletic has made a dramatic impact in his preaching, helping him to better 

engage his congregation. He continued, “It’s been profoundly liberating for me! I’m 

getting up there and I’m being myself and I’m engaging. I speak the way I’m speaking 

right now to you!”37 A liberated preacher is more likely to withstand the temptations of 

apathy and boredom.

While lectio divina is an ancient practice of the church it was also “something 

new” for these preachers. Preachers struggling with homiletical burnout should not be

36 “Roger,” post-interview.

37 Ibid.
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afraid to try something new. There are countless practices that encourage homiletical

renewal. The key is for preachers to experiment with new ideas and practices because the

ancient tradition from which preachers are birthed is dynamic, not static. The Scriptures

from which they preach are living, not dead. The Christ they proclaim is resurrected and

gives new life, especially to preachers who are not afraid to try something new.

Honesty in the Pulpit

Most preachers do not intentionally lie, but neither are they always honest. This

lack of honesty erodes the preacher’s soul. Walter Brueggemann explains, “Most

pastoral burnout is not the result of long hours and little pay, but rather it is because

preachers know the truth and are unable to say it. It kills you after a while.” This does

not mean that the preacher uses the pulpit as a soapbox to speak recklessly about every

topic of the day. Preachers should weigh the risks, and use their authority to speak

wisely, only when the gospel demands, because truth telling can get them in trouble.

Playing it safe, however, is even riskier. Younger explains:

Ministers preach the truth because it keeps their souls alive. If we only preach 
what’s expected and ignore our conscience, we might as well be working in 
wedding chapels in Las Vegas. We need to talk about homosexuality, 
materialism, militarism, ecology, sexism, pluralism, evangelism, and why the 
Episcopalians have more money. We need to preach about hopes, dreams, and 
the Spirit or we’ll forget our hopes and dreams and never feel the Spirit.39

Being able to speak honestly about the implications of following Jesus is being faithful to

the preacher’s calling, and it is necessary for renewal and sustainability.

38 Walter Brueggemann, “Out of Babylon: The People of God and Empire.” Lecture, 
Pastors School at Gardner-Webb School of Divinity, Boiling Springs, NC, May 29-30, 
2012.

39 Younger, Who Moved My Pulpit, 33.



During the pre-interview with Bill he explains the importance of being honest in 

the pulpit, “One thing that has helped keep me going all these years is that I’ve always 

felt I could be honest about what I believe, and about how we should live as followers of 

Jesus. It is so freeing to be able to speak the truth.”40 Bill’s statement was insightful in a 

couple of ways. First, it offered some understanding of his long love of preaching.

Being honest in the pulpit has helped Bill to preach with continued interest and passion 

for thirty-seven years. Second, his response revealed a weakness in this research. 

Assessing the freedom to speak honestly from the pulpit would have been an important 

topic to discuss with each of the participants.

Interestingly, the topic of honesty in preaching did not occur in any of the other 

conversations. I am grateful that Bill brought this factor to light. John Claypool posits 

that the work of the preacher “is to reestablish a relation of trust between the human 

creature and the ultimate creator. Reconciliation of the profoundest sort is the true 

business of the preacher.”41 If Claypool is correct that such reconciliation is the work of 

the preacher, this work would be impossible without honesty. Honesty in the pulpit helps 

preacher and hearer discover the God in whom truth is revealed. It would be worthwhile 

to explore whether or not the practice of lectio divina, which develops and requires trust 

in God, increases the participant’s likeliness to speak more honestly about their 

experience of God, faith, and life.

40 “Bill,” pre-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 8 August 2013, audio recording, Tryon, 
NC.

41 John Claypool, The Preaching Event (New Orleans: Insight, 2000), 26.
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In Summary

This research found that lectio divina was a viable practice for homiletical 

renewal. These five preachers indicated that practicing lectio divina brought renewed life 

and interest to the homiletical process. Lectio divina helped them approach Scripture 

differently, manage their time, and experience Sabbath. While these changes were 

helpful, it is important to note that lectio divina is only one possible component of 

homiletical renewal. Ted explains, “There’s no miracle, but as a practice I think lectio 

divina definitely called me back to the priority of letting the Word speak, it refreshed 

me.”42 There are many practices that can lead to homiletical renewal, and while lectio 

divina is not a “miracle,” it helped these participants find renewed life.

42 “Ted,” post-interview.



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE “EASY BURDEN” OF PREACHING

I originally planned to be a participant in this project, but a couple of weeks 

before the project began I decided that being a participant could make my research too 

subjective. If I followed the process like the other participants I might bring too much 

bias into the research, filtering the participants’ experience of lectio divina through my 

own experience. While qualitative research acknowledges the subjectivity of the 

researcher, the dual role of researcher and participant seemed unwise, and therefore, I did 

not practice lectio divina as a part of my homiletical routine.

The catalyst for this research was my own need for homiletical renewal. The 

implications of this research are filtered through that perspective. While I hope this 

project helped the five participants experience renewal, as well as encourage greater 

reflection on their homiletical practices, the underlying goal was to help myself find 

renewal in the homiletical process by discovering more sustainable homiletical practices. 

While lectio divina was never presented as a panacea for homiletical renewal, the 

findings of this project have reinforced the notion that homiletical burnout and renewal 

are not the result of any one thing. Numerous practices encourage homiletical renewal. I 

determined the following practices to provide the most hope for my own renewal and 

sustainability.
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Implications of the Research

Lectio Divina

The practice of lectio divina was beneficial for the five participants. Lectio divina

allowed these five preachers to approach Scripture differently, manage their time, and

experience Sabbath. This research has convinced me that the regular practice of lectio

divina has significant benefits. For these reasons I will incorporate lectio divina into my

homiletical process for a period of six months. After this I will evaluate the impact of

lectio divina on my preaching.

One of the reasons I selected lectio divina as the practice for this project was to

help me understand preaching as a spiritual discipline. Approaching the sermon as a

spiritual discipline helps the preacher understand that sermon work is more than just

work. Fred Craddock explains, “It is a time of worship: ‘An hour at study,’ said the

rabbis, ‘is in the sight of the Holy One, Blessed be He, as an hour of prayer.’ What

minister has not experienced a desk becoming an altar?”1 Understanding sermon work as

prayer transforms how preachers view their fundamental task.

This perspective eludes many preachers. Clay Olgesbee writes:

There were some painful moments in my first years of ministry . . .  but nothing 
monopolized my personal stress the way sermon preparation for ordinary Sundays 
did. Too often my Saturday night psalm was, ‘I helped them all week; now, Lord, 
where is my rescue?’ What a disturbing, wretched thing—what a way to feel 
about the proclaiming of the gospel!. . .  I wanted something else. A prayerful 
calmness. A holy aura of sermon preparation. I wanted John Wesley’s grace-
assured attentiveness But all of that eluded me. Instead of a quiet peace, I felt
overwork, panic and resentment.. . .  I could not give much bread because I was 
not finding much. The preacher’s spiritual shelves were pretty bare, and it

1 Fred Craddock, Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon, 1985), 70.
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seemed to me then that each Sunday was an occasion to make the emptiness 
public.2

Oglesbee eventually found “grace-assured attentiveness” when he began to practice a 

homiletical routine formed around lectio divina. His newfound routine, coupled with a 

new homiletic, allowed him to “experience the text and sermon formation as a spiritual 

moment, rather than a baffling, anxious, grace-less struggle. I could comprehend the 

work of preparation and proclamation more and more as God-prompted and grace-baring 

prayer.”3 This kind of experience demonstrates how the homiletical routine becomes 

extended prayer.

Embracing the sermon as my main spiritual discipline has the potential to free me 

from burden and guilt. Even a slight change in perspective can alter how one views and 

approaches a task. I look forward to including lectio divina in my homiletical process. 

Scheduling Time to Study

One of the important findings of this research is that preachers are more likely to 

experience homiletical burnout when they spend little time in study and preparation for 

the sermon. Lectio divina combats this problem by encouraging preachers to spend more 

time with the biblical text. When a preacher cares deeply about preaching, but neglects 

adequate study and preparation, they can experience overwhelming guilt, even if 

undeserved. Weeks can be hectic, and preachers work diligently on other important 

tasks, leaving little time for the sermon. On occasion, the guilt is merited; preachers

2 Clay Olgesbee, “From Praying to Proclaiming: Lectio Divina in Sermon 
Formation,” Preaching, http://www.preaching.eom/sermoris/l 1567162/ (accessed 
January 11,2014).

3 Ibid.

http://www.preaching.eom/sermoris/l
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mismanage their schedule and leave little time or energy for the sermon. Whatever the

case, the preacher must manage a schedule well to find time to study.

The preacher takes the first step of this journey when she decides that study is an

essential part of her ministry. Craddock explains, “Time spent in study is never getting

away from daily work but getting into daily work.”4 This decision is important for

preachers seeking homiletical renewal. In order to experience life and joy in the

homiletical process, you must actually spend time there. A quick visit or a hurried trip

will not cut it. Throwing together a sermon in a rush limits the opportunity to experience

the renewing life of the Spirit. The only satisfaction gained from such endeavors is when

the sermon is finally done.

Committing one’s self to spend serious time and study in the homiletical process

is not easy. Craddock writes:

There are a thousand voices, and reasonable ones, too, which argue that the 
shepherd’s place is among the flock. No one can counter that. And, in addition, 
with the flock is where the satisfactions are, the clear reminders that one is a 
minister. But, not until a minister is persuaded that working in the study is being 
among the flock, and not until the flock accepts that fact, can a ministry, and 
especially a preaching ministry, attain full stature and be consistently effective.5

Practicing a disciplined, scheduled approach to the homiletical process allows preachers

to spend adequate time with the sermon. Dividing sermon work into a weekly process

keeps the preacher from the burden of “having” to write a sermon. The preacher breaks

the sermon into smaller, more manageable chunks. Craddock proposes:

4 Ibid., 70.

5 Ibid., 72.
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Establish and maintain a routine of time and place of study. When hearing 
such a suggestion, some ministers voice the objection that ministry means being 
available, which means frequent interruptions of scheduled activity. The point is 
well made, but the point is lost on those who have no schedule to be interrupted, 
just as it is on those who go about seeking, encouraging, and advertising for 
interruption to justify failure to attend to study and reflection. The busy person 
has no better friend than routine and habit.6

Friendship with routine and habit may lack quick-fix appeal, but these practices are

faithful companions for many preachers who find life in the homiletical process.

Scheduling time to study and prepare a sermon is common sense, but for some preachers

it is not common practice. One of the easiest steps toward homiletical renewal is to

schedule time for study.

Following a scheduled approach of study and preparation has led to renewal in

my own preaching. For the first half of my preaching ministry I followed a more

haphazard routine. Over the last several years I have been more intentional in my

homiletical work. I schedule a five-step process that is carried out over five days—

Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Sunday. Following this schedule makes

the work of writing a sermon, and it is still work, more joy than burden. When I follow

this schedule, I feel better about my entire week. The sermon is better as well. If I feel

good about the sermons I preach, I feel better about preaching. When I do not follow my

schedule, which happens more than I would like to admit, I feel bad about my preaching.

Even when I manage to preach a “good” sermon, I feel as though I have not put forth my

best effort. One of the important implications from this research is the need to continue

6 Ibid., 77.
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to schedule my homiletical process. Scheduling time to study, and following through 

with it, is a crucial practice for homiletical sustainability.

Taking Sabbath Seriously

Lectio divina offered the five participants a Sabbath experience. These daily 

moments of Sabbath were renewing. While it is important to incorporate Sabbath into 

your daily routine, homiletical renewal is more likely to occur when preachers learn to 

take Sabbath more seriously by incorporating larger segments of time for rest. Craddock 

summarizes this balance of study and Sabbath, “The formula is simple: study when 

studying and play when playing.”7 Both practices are not only important, but 

interdependent. The preacher can more fully enjoy play and rest when she has logged 

quality time in the study. And logging quality time in the study is easier when the 

preacher has experienced the renewal of play and rest.

This rhythm of Sabbath offers an opportunity for the preacher to stay fresh. Kirk 

explains:

Don’t let yourself be influenced by what others contend are acceptable or 
unacceptable activities for the Sabbath. Indeed, don’t call this day a Sabbath at
all Give yourself, simply, one full day of rest per week. Let your personal
likes and dislikes, your pleasures and stresses, determine what you do or don’t do. 
If you find something unrestful—whether it’s yard work or cleaning house or 
washing clothes. . .  DON’T DO IT.8

7 Ibid., 77.

8 Patty Kirk, The Easy Burden o f Pleasing God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2013),
85.
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Some preachers do not practice Sabbath because they do not really believe Jesus’ 

invitation to rest. They may preach about such concepts, but they have yet to move to a 

visceral embrace of Sabbath.

Taking Sabbath more seriously may involve taking one’s selfless seriously. The 

congregation you serve will not collapse if you take a day off, or even a few weeks. 

Younger explains, “Don’t preach every Sunday. The old saw is, ‘If you’re good you 

deserve the time off. If you’re lousy they deserve it.’”9 Preachers who refuse to take 

time away from their congregations mistakenly believe they are indispensable. Taking a 

break from the weekly routine of preparing sermons is necessary for homiletical renewal. 

The idiom “absence makes the heart grow fonder” is good advice for the preacher. 

Preachers need time away from the sermon, and pastoral work in general, in order to 

return with appreciation and vigor.

Over the last few years, I have not taken Sabbath as seriously as I have should 

have. I have worked too many hours with too little time away. This pattern has not been 

healthy. I function tired, having little to offer anyone. The Doctor of Ministry program 

and this project, while adding to my neglect of Sabbath, have helped renew my 

understanding of its importance. During this project, with demand for time and study at 

an all time high, I have more faithfully practiced rest and play. They have given me the 

energy to keep going during this stressful season.

If I continue to preach for the next twenty to thirty years, it will be in large part 

because I have been more faithful in the practice of Sabbath. Taking days off, going on

9 Brett Younger, Who Moved My Pulpit (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2004), 40.
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vacation, spending time with my wife and children, walking in the woods, wading in 

the river with my fly rod, reading good books, watching movies, exercising, conversing 

with friends, living life as though it is a gift to be enjoyed (which is the essence of 

Sabbath) will allow me to finish this work. Sabbath is not something we have to do; it is 

something we get to do. Sabbath is God’s good gift.

The Worship of God and Hearing a Good Sermon

Preaching a sermon in the context of worship is not only leading in worship, but is 

an act of worship. In the sermon, the preacher offers herself to God. There are times, 

however, when the preacher needs to worship without leading. Leaving the chancel and 

pulpit to sit with the congregation is a welcome opportunity to lose one’s self in the act of 

worship. Opportunities for this kind of worship, while hard to find, are an opportunity 

for renewal.

While worship is ultimately not about the renewal of one’s self, it does reveal the 

strange economy of God in which the one who gives receives. Debra Dean Murphy 

explains:

The centerpiece of the Church’s liturgy is the triune God whom we worship—not 
‘us’ and certainly not our feelings as worshipers. But on another level, worship is 
always and only for our sake. As James Alison puts it: God needs no worship, no 
adulation, no praise, no glory. No divine ego is flattered, stability maintained, nor 
is any threatened petulance staved off, by our worship. No, the only people for 
whom it matters that we worship God is ourselves. It is entirely for our benefit 
that we are commanded to worship God, because if we don’t we will have no 
protection at all against the other sort of worship.10

10 Debra Dean Murphy, “Worship: It’s About Us” debradeanmurphy.wordpress.com, 
entry posted July 13,2010, http://debradeanmurphy.wordpress.com/2010/07/13/worship- 
its-about-us/ (accessed January 9,2014).

http://debradeanmurphy.wordpress.com/2010/07/13/worship-
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Preachers need worship. They need to sing hymns, participate in liturgy, share in

confession, offer prayers, and hear sermons. Murphy continues, “In worship we

participate in a kind of ‘orchestrated detox’ (Alison) through which, over time, our

desires are transformed and a glimpse is offered into the divine mystery at the heart of

our life together.”11 The worship of God renews us.

Bill explains in his post interview that hearing good sermons helps renew his

interest in preaching:

I don’t get to hear many good sermons. And I have found that to be helpful.
When I go to conference meetings or to continuing education events, and hear 
someone good like [Walter] Brueggemann, it’s very helpful. It renews my 
passion for preaching.12

One of the most energizing practices for my preaching is hearing a good sermon.

Hearing such a sermon in the context of corporate worship offers renewal in ways that

are hard to explain. While these experiences of worship happen rarely, their impact is

remarkable. Because it is difficult to regularly participate in worship that I am not

leading, one substitute for listening to sermons in a context of worship is listening to

sermons at other times. I often listen to sermons while I am driving. Hearing masters of

the craft inspires my own preaching. Experiencing the joy and challenge of hearing an

engaging sermon reminds me of the power of the spoken word. Such experiences remind

me why the hard work of preaching is worthwhile.

11 Ibid.

12 “Bill,” post-interview by Jeffrey C. Harris, 1 October 2013, audio recording, Tryon,
NC.
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Putting Preaching in Perspective

Good sermons do not write themselves. Hard, disciplined, balanced work, and

divine grace, allow words spoken about the written word an opportunity to become the

Word. The writers of these good words place heart and soul on display with a

vulnerability unlike most vocations. Preachers who flourish in the speaking of such

words take this work seriously. While one may occasionally speak good words almost by

accident, if for no other reason than the generosity of grace, this is usually not the case.

Preachers who demonstrate competency in this craft do so because they are determined to

work until the right words are found. This fortitude is not without danger.

What makes a preacher good also makes her susceptible to burnout. If the

preacher does not take preaching seriously, there is little chance for her to experience

burnout, unless burnout is the reason for her careless approach. Those who take

preaching most seriously may be more prone to burnout. Craig Barnes writes:

I have a sign over my door at the seminary that simply says, ‘It’s just church.’
I’m trying not to make a cynical statement but to offer an invitation to freedom.
A pastor’s ability to enjoy church is directly related to knowing its limits. The 
church is not Jesus. It may be the Body of Christ, but only sort of. The 
Reformers always maintained an important distinction between the visible body, 
which is weak, and the invisible Body of Christ, which transcends the limitations 
of the church we see. This frees the pastor not to take the church more seriously 
than God does. In Christ, God is dying to love the church, quite literally, and is 
determined to use it in the completion of Christ’s mission on earth. But clearly 
God doesn’t expect the church to build the New Kingdom on earth. That will 
always be accomplished by the ongoing work of the now-ascended Christ 
completing his work through the Holy Spirit. Similarly, the Triune God maintains 
the responsibility of completing the divine mission in each person’s life, including 
the pastor’s.13

13 M. Craig Barnes, The Pastor as Minor Poet (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 12.
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Barnes’ words about church are also true when it comes to preaching. Preachers 

should remember, “It’s just preaching.” If the church is not Jesus, then neither is the 

sermon. To paraphrase Barnes, “This frees the pastor not to take preaching more 

seriously than God does.” At some point, preachers must realize that Jesus is Lord, and 

God’s grace is sufficient no matter how well or how poorly they preach.

This good news should bring relief and freedom to preachers, allowing them to 

enjoy preaching. When the preacher enjoys the work of writing and preaching sermons, 

it is clear. The joy of the preacher is contagious. Preachers who realize that the 

Kingdom is not dependent upon the success of their sermons are freed to preach as if it is. 

This paradoxical nature of grace frees one from the burden of taking yourself or your 

sermon too seriously, because the world will not begin or end with the words you say.

Homiletical burnout and renewal are mainly due to the practices of the preacher, 

and the practices of the preacher are decidedly theological. Preachers tend to view their 

vocation through the words of Jesus. Some choose “my yoke is easy, and my burden is 

light” (Matthew 11:30) and others decide on “if any want to become my followers, let 

them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). Instead 

of choosing one of these passages over the other, they should be held in tension. The 

sacrificial aspect of ministry, which is the choice for many preachers, should not abrogate 

Jesus’ declaration of a yoke that is easy and a burden that is light.

Before new homiletical practices and habits can encourage renewal for these 

preachers, they need a theological shift. They need to embrace an easy yoke and a light 

burden as also part of their vocation. They need to understand that while they have been 

called to follow Jesus, they are not Jesus.
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If preachers do not hold their cross bearing in tension with an easy yoke and a

light burden, they are unlikely to enjoy or stick with their vocation, much less to

experience homiletical renewal. Kirk offers this challenging vision:

The yoke of the One God Sent—metaphorically, the work of God—is thus unlike 
anything we might normally think of as work. It is not a burden. It does not 
make us weary. It does not enslave or oppress us. Rather, it is the antidote to 
stress and toil: a source of relaxation and pleasure. What God wants of us in the 
way of work is akin to what we think of when we hang up the ‘Gone Fishin’ sign 
on the door; fun, escape from the unpleasantness of our jobs, rest.14

While Kirk may go too far in her pronouncement, she does offer a counterpunch to the

messiah-complex that plagues some preachers. The preacher’s theological understanding

of vocation is as important for homiletical renewal as their homiletical practices and

habits.

For most of my twelve years of pastoral ministry I have preached sermons that 

called the congregation to an active faith. I have challenged them to live out their faith, 

to embody the good news in word and deed. In retrospect, these sermons have added 

more things to do, more rules to follow, as if God’s love was dependent upon our 

faithfulness. While I preach about the wideness of God’s mercy, I have not trusted it in 

my own life. As followers of Jesus we are called to hard living, but that living is also 

freeing. The way of Jesus frees us from the hubris of our own lives, inviting us to trust in 

the One whose breath is our very existence. The Gospel is about God’s faithfulness, not 

ours.

This project is helping me trust in God’s grace. Relax. Take a deep breath. Trust 

that Jesus really will give you rest. Trust that he is gentle and humble in heart. Trust that

14 Kirk, The Easy Burden, 91-2.



his yoke is easy, and that his burden is light. “Do this,” and you will find rest for your 

souls. “Do this,” and you will come to see that if preaching is a burden, it is an easy one; 

an easy burden through which God offers life, to hearer and preacher.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM

m M cA fee
  : = ~ -  S C H O O L  O F  1 H  E O L O G Y

M  E K C h R L N 1 V E K S I I V

3001 University Drive 
Atlanta, GA 30341

REST FOR YOUR SOULS:
EXPLORING LECTIO DIVINA AND HOMILETIC AL RENEWAL

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigator
The investigator for this research study is Rev. Jeffrey C. Harris, Pastor of First Baptist 
Church, Tryon, NC and a student in the Doctor of Ministry program at the McAfee 
School of Theology. His work telephone is 828-859-5375 and his email address is 
jeffreycharris@gmail.com.

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to introduce the practice of lectio divina to preachers 
seeking homiletical renewal. The results of this study will be included in the Doctor of 
Ministry thesis project of the investigator.

Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to:

• write a one-page essay describing your struggle with homiletical burnout
• practice lectio divina with your weekly sermon text for at least twenty minutes 

on four different days, for a total of five weeks
• journal weekly (for a total of five weeks) for at least ten minutes about your 

experience of lectio divina as it relates to the sermon
• complete a pre and post interview
• write a one-page essay describing your experience of lectio divina as a part of 

the homiletical process

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study.

Potential Benefits of the Research
By participating in this interview you will take an active role in helping shape this

mailto:jeffreycharris@gmail.com
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research. You will gain experience in the practice of lectio divina. You may gain a 
better understanding of how your homiletical process affects renewal or burnout.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
All data related to this research will be retained in a locked cabinet and all media 
encrypted to ensure privacy. Names will be changed to pseudonyms in the project thesis. 
Access to data is limited to the investigator and project supervisor.

Participation and Withdrawal
Participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Rev. Jeffrey C. Harris.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Rev. Jeffrey C Harris. If 
you have further questions, you may contact Rev. Harris’ academic advisor, Dr. Brett 
Younger. His office number is (678) 547-6434. His email address is 
younger_lb@mercer.edu.

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study.

Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date

mailto:younger_lb@mercer.edu
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM

l?RT McAfee
- = = = S c h o o l  o f  T h e o l o g y

M E K C E R L N  I V fc R S I I Y

3001 University Drive 
Atlanta, GA 30341

REST FOR YOUR SOULS:
EXPLORING LECTIO DIVINA AND HOMILETICAL RENEWAL

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

Investigator
The investigator for this research study is Rev. Jeffrey C. Harris, Pastor of First Baptist 
Church, Tryon, NC and a student in the Doctor of Ministry program at the McAfee 
School of Theology. His work telephone is 828-859-5375 and his email address is 
jeffreycharris@gmail.com.

Purpose of the Research
This research study is designed to introduce lectio divina to preachers seeking homiletical 
renewal. The results of this study will be included in the Doctor of Ministry thesis 
project of the investigator.

Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to:

• complete a pre and post interview at the end of the five weeks, with each 
interview taking no longer than one hour

Potential Risks or Discomforts
There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study.

Potential Benefits of the Research
By participating in this interview you will take an active role in helping shape this 
research. You will gain experience in the practice of lectio divina. You may gain a 
better understanding of how your homiletical process affects renewal or burnout.

Confidentiality and Data Storage
All data related to this research will be retained in a locked cabinet and all media 
encrypted to ensure privacy. Names will be changed to pseudonyms in the project thesis.

mailto:jeffreycharris@gmail.com
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Access to data is limited to the investigator and project supervisor.

Participation and Withdrawal
Participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study please contact Rev. Jeffrey C. Harris.

Questions about the Research
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Rev. Jeffrey C Harris. If 
you have further questions, you may contact Rev. Harris’ academic advisor, Dr. Brett 
Younger. His office number is (678) 547-6434. His email address is 
younger_lb@mercer.edu.

Audio or Video Taping
Audio tapes of interviews will be used for transcribing the interviews for research 
purposes. Audio tapes will be stored in a locked cabinet. Access to the tapes are limited 
to the investigator and project supervisor.

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair, at (478) 301-4101.

You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study.

Signature of Research Participant Date

Participant Name (Please Print) Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date

mailto:younger_lb@mercer.edu
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APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANT SURVEY

Mike Graves, in The Fully Alive Preacher, uses the Reverend John Ames, of Marilynne 
Robinson’s Gilead, to describe homiletical burnout, “When you do this sort of work 
[preaching], it seems to be Sunday all the time, or Saturday night You just finish 
preparing for one week and it’s already the next week.” Graves further explains 
homiletical burnout “I’m thinking of ministers who know what it means to dread yet 
another sermon, yet another Sunday. Maybe it’s the overall drudgery of preaching, or 
perhaps it’s the toll of revealing ourselves in public week after week.” In short, 
homiletical burnout is when the sermon—the central task of the preacher—becomes the 
primary burden. The sermon should be a source of vitality, giving life not only to the 
congregation, but also to the preacher. If you find the work of writing and preaching 
sermons to be more life-draining than life-giving you be experiencing homiletical 
burnout.

According to the above reading, would you describe yourself as experiencing homiletical 
burnout? Y e s  No

Approximately how many times a year do you preach?_______

Do you currently practice lectio divina on a regular basis? Yes No

If you answered yes to the previous question, do you practice lectio divina with the 
biblical text from which you will preach? Yes No

Are you willing to use lectio divina for a five-week period as part of your homiletical 
process? Yes No

Name and location of the congregation you currently serve:

Age:___ Gender:_____ Name:
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APPENDIX D: PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Your questions are audiotaped for accurate transcription.

Pre-Interview
Please explain how you plan your preaching.

Describe your weekly sermon writing process.

In a typical week, how much time do you spend preparing a sermon?

When is your sermon usually finished?

Where does most of your sermon preparation occur?

Do you preach with a manuscript, with notes, or without notes? Please explain.

What do you like most about preaching?

What do you like least about preaching?

How burned out are you? Please explain.

Have you ever thought about another line of work because of your homiletical burnout? 

Would you describe yourself as an introvert or an extrovert?

To how many people do you preach on a Sunday morning?

Would you describe your congregation as rural, suburban, or urban?

What days do you have off? How consistently do you take them?

How often do you exercise/participate in recreational activities?

Post Interview
Tell me about your experience with lectio divina.

Will you continue to practice lectio divina as part of the homiletical process?
Why or why not?

How does lectio divina help you approach the biblical text differently? Please explain.

After these five weeks, do you feel less/more burdened? Do you feel more energy/less 
energy?



105

What are some other practices that may bring life to the homiletical process.

What have learned about your self through this process?

What have you learned about your homiletical preparation and approach to preaching? 

How would you rank the sermons you preached after practicing lectio divina?

Have these last five weeks been “normal”? Please explain.

What else would you like to say about this experience?

Was the assignment clear? If not, what should have been clarified?
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APPENDIX E: WEEKLY JOURNAL TEMPLATE

Weekly Journal Template Name_____________________________

The week o f _____________________

Scripture text___________________

Days that you practiced lectio divina with your Scripture text for at least twenty minutes:

You should journal for a period of least ten minutes. Instead of a keyboard, please use a 
pen for journaling. Turn off your inner editor and write about your experience of lectio 
divina this week. Don’t worry about spelling or grammar. Simply write what comes to 
mind. You do not have to answer each of these questions. The questions are only 
provided in case you need some general guidance. Be creative and have fun.

Describe your experience with lectio divina this week.

Did lectio divina add life to the homiletical process? Please explain.

Did lectio divina add life to you? Please explain.

What insights did lectio divina reveal about the text?

What insights did lectio divina reveal about you?

What impact, if any, did lectio divina have on your life this week?

Was lectio divina hard this week?

How as your week been?

Has this been a “normal” week?

Has this been a good week or a bad week? Please explain.
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APPENDIX F: LECTIO DIVINA PARTICIPANT GUIDELINES

Lectio divina is the ancient art of praying Scripture. The kind of interaction with 
Scripture that lectio divina proposes is different from how we usually approach the sacred 
text. Tony Jones describes our usual approach; “We consider it [Scripture] a problem to 
be solved or a nut to be cracked, as if God gave us a strange riddle wrapped in poetry, 
history, prophecy, gospel, epistle, and apocalypse that we have to answer to find out what 
it means to us today.” The propensity for preachers to “look for a sermon” when reading 
Scripture is one example of this approach.
Kathleen Norris explains how lectio divina offers another way to enter the world of 
Scripture, “One reads not for knowledge or information but to enhance one’s life of faith. 
Thus, it is not a method but rather a type of free-form, serious play.” As you begin the 
practice of lectio divina I hope you will allow Norris’ language to color your experience. 
While your participation in this project certainly requires work, the practice of lectio 
divina should feel more like “serious play.” Play with the text, be easy on your self, and 
enjoy this time. May it be rest for your soul.
Here are some guidelines to help order your experience with lectio divina.
The following guidelines are from:
Jones, Tony. Divine Intervention: Encountering God Through the Ancient Practice o f 

Lectio Divina. Colorado Springs: Think, 2006.

Lectio IS to 10 minutes)
There’s no secret formula to the first step of lectio divina. Just read the passage slowly 
and repeatedly. Let it sink in. Read it out loud, and read it silently. Become familiar 
with the rhythms of the text, its ebbs and flows. Read it over and over again.
Your mind may wander to the matters of the day. Just return to your reading. Don’t beat 
yourself up for having wandering thoughts, it happens to everyone. Try not to be abrupt 
during your move back into reading. Be gentle and gradual. Let the words of the text be 
your response to any distractions, repelling the distraction before it sidetracks you 
completely.

You won’t find a rule anywhere about how many times you should read the passage. 
Maybe five times, maybe fifteen -  it depends on how many times seems right to you. 
Focus only on the words, phrases, and sentences. Don’t try to figure out what they mean. 
Don’t try to imagine the context in which they were written. And when you’re 
experienced at lectio divina, be sure to not move into meditation prematurely.
Remember, this reading is meant to be neither informative nor entertaining. It’s meant to 
be transformational. And also remember that lectio divina is a four-part process. You’re 
not meant to get it all in the first stage. This step is meant to familiarize you with the 
text, to let it seep into your soul. So, read in as neutral a way as possible, not trying to 
“get it,” but trying simply to hear it.

Let your reading be restful and unhurried. God’s Word is his gift to you. It’s a blessing 
-  so let it bless you. Experience it; don’t intellectualize it. Let the experience of reading 
God’s Word be just that for you -  an experience of reading God’s Word.
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Meditatio (5 minutes)
If lectio (reading) can be compared to tasting food, then meditation is like chewing. It’s 
working an idea over in your mind, just as you chew food in your mouth before you 
swallow it. In lectio divina, the reading of a passage leads to meditation. As you read the 
text repeatedly, chances are that a certain word or phrase will become most notable to 
you. It will stand out and rise above the other words. The faith with which we pray 
lectio divina is that God has a word for us, that God will speak to us personally through 
Scripture. With that in mind, we pay attention to the word or phrase that grabs hold of us 
during the reading.

As we gently let go of the reading, we take up meditation. We let all the other words fall 
aside, and we focus in on the word or phrase that has become primary. At this point, close 
your eyes, since you’re no longer reading. In fact, the desert fathers taught that the pray
er should “let the mind descend to the place of the heart.” That is, let your mind go, let it 
become one with your heart. To facilitate this, they even suggested dropping your chin to 
your chest and, with your eyes still closed, “looking” toward your heart. That, they said, 
would help focus your prayers.

Say I’ve chosen Psalm 1:1-2 for my lectio. After reading the passage slowly several 
times, the word thrill has grabbed my attention -  or I should say, God has brought thrill 
to my attention. Having received that word, I stop reading* My mind’s eye, instead of 
focusing on the printed words on the page, looks inward, inside me. I start to chew on 
thrill. I work it over in my mind, silently thinking the word over and over: 
thrill...thrill...thrill. What is the word causing me to feel? What is it causing me to 
think?

Another metaphor for meditation, in addition to chewing, is a shining light. I look at 
thrill from different angles, shining a spotlight on it from every side. I flip it over, upside 
down, inside out. What does thrill mean? When I shine a bright light on the word, when 
I take a close look at it in my mind’s eye, what do I see?

The discipline of meditation is to stick with it for the full length of time allotted. To 
move too quickly into oratio (prayer) is to cheat yourself and to cheat God.
During meditation, as with every step of lectio divina, the most important advice I have 
for you is to slow down. It takes time to progress through the steps. Lectio divina can’t 
be rushed. (Actually, it can be, but it shouldn’t be.) Slowing down is tough for me, and 
it will probably be tough for you. We live in a world that exemplifies the word rush. 
We’re in a hurry to do almost everything. That makes lectio divina (and all types of 
contemplative prayer) countercultural for us. We live in a world of race cars; lectio 
divina is a horse and buggy. We communicate by instant messaging; lectio divina is 
more like smoke signals.

It will take a while for your body and soul to become familiar with this new pace. To 
slow down so much for twenty or thirty minutes a day will take discipline and practice, 
just as it takes discipline to stay in meditation for several minutes. Give it a try anyway -  
and don’t give up, because the rewards are beyond our comprehension!
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Oratio (5 minutes)
First and foremost, oratio is a conversation: “God, why did you give me this word 
today? Why did I feel this when I meditated on it? In classical Latin, oratio means 
speaking, speech, or language, especially eloquent speech like an imperial address. 
Centuries later, in church Latin, it came to mean prayer or speech directed at God.
Let’s think about Psalm 1 again. Remember that in my reading, the word thrill stood out 
for me. Now’s the time for me to ask, “God, why did you want me to rest with the word 
thrill? And why did I feel excitement as I meditated on that word?” There’s a lot of 
implicit faith in questions like these. Just as easily I could have picked thrill for my own 
selfish reasons. Maybe I didn’t allow God to be part of the process and went ahead on 
my own.

To counter these doubts, think about these two points: Questioning whether God gave 
you the word is a waste of time, because it’s nearly impossible to know. Sorting out 
what’s attributable to God during the process of lectio divina is like separating noodles 
from spaghetti sauce once they’ve been mixed together. Even if you could do it, it’s just 
too messy. Second, God can use our selfishly motivated choices if he wants to, so it 
doesn’t matter what’s from him and what’s from you. Even if you chose the word and 
didn’t give God a voice in the process, he’s still God, and he can still use it. Ultimately, 
it’s still his Word!

The ideas and specific questions I’ve given you are somewhat artificial, meant to spur 
you on in your prayer and to give you some idea where to start with oratio. As you 
become more experienced, you’ll find less and less need to ask God these straightforward 
questions. Instead, you’ll probably ease into a natural conversation, just as you do when 
you talk to your best friend.

Here are two pieces of advice about oratio by Bernardo Olivera, the Abbot General of the 
Cistercian monks, maybe the people most familiar with lectio divina:
Having listened by reading and meditation, you can now speak in prayer. I f  you know 
what the text says and what the text says to you, what do you say to him? Silence can 
also be a response, as much for the one who prays, carried out o f himself, as for him who 
knows all.

Be gentle with yourself during oratio. Give prayer enough time to develop. Be patient 
and listen for God, tell God about what’s on your heart, and pay attention to the 
movements of payer that work best for you
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Contemplatio (5  minutes)
Writing about contemplation is strange and difficult, and that’s because the fourth step of 
lectio divina is so unlike our everyday activities. The first three steps of lectio divina 
aren’t that difficult to describe, because we read, think, and pray every day. Those are 
activities we’re accustomed to. Contemplatio, on the other hand, is an inactivity.
The move from oratio to contemplation is mostly an act of letting go. Contemplation is 
inner quietness. The transition from the active prayer of oratio to the silence of 
contemplation is gradual and gentle.

In Latin, contemplatio means considering a concept with the heart or the mind. While that 
may seem to be an activity, considering stands in contrast to doing. This final step of 
lectio divina, the utter rest and comfort and silence that comes as we rest in the arms of 
our loving Savior, in a wonderful gift, no matter how disturbing or shocking the word 
you received that day may have been.

The utter quiet that we long for in contemplation is easier said than done. To find 
external quiet can be hard enough. Depending on your home, you may have to wake up 
half an hour before everyone else to find silence. Or maybe you’ll have to go to the 
library during your study hour or out to a park after school to find some quiet.
Internal quiet is another thing altogether. Sometimes it seems as if the quieter my 
surroundings are, the louder my internal distractions become. How do you quiet your 
mind and rest in the presence and love of God?

The first piece of advice I have is this: Don’t beat yourself up for getting distracted. 
Contemplatio is difficult, requiring significant practice and discipline. I don’t say this to 
scare you from trying it or to lower your expectations. All you can do is your best. Get as 
quiet as you can. If something distracts you, gently and quietly move back into silence 
and put the distraction aside, because ultimately, the fruit of contemplation is a gift of the 
Holy Spirit. Like so many other aspects of the spiritual life, you can’t earn or achieve 
inner peace with God. The experience is different for everyone, and the results are 
always an unmerited gift from God’s Spirit.

So don’t give up. Gracefully accept whatever God gives in your contemplation. God 
loves you as only the One who created you can. His love is unconditional and unending. 
Sit at his feet; absorb his presence; allow him to hold you. That’s what contemplatio is 
all about.


