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P R A Y I N G  W I T H  T H E  S C R I P T U R E S :  

T H E  " M Y S T E R I E S "  O F  C H R I S T  

Version: 27 October 2002; 18 May 2014; 29 August 2015; 1 January 2021  

St. Irenaeus of Lyons (125-203): “God did not make the first human because He 

needed company, but because He wanted someone to whom he could show His 

generosity and love. God did not tell us to follow Him because He needed our 

help, but because He knew that loving Him would make us whole.” 

The “Mysteries” of the Life of Christ1 are nothing other than the stories about Jesus 

recorded in our Gospels. But what is the meaning here of “mystery”? Have you ever 

taken a text from Scripture, and while prayerfully pondering it, found it “activated” or 

“coming alive” for you? What I mean is, have you ever found yourself with the strong 

impression that God is trying to “reach you” through that text? If you have, then you 

have some sense of why St. Ignatius of Loyola speaks about the mysteries of the life of 

Christ - a story of Christ that activates becomes suddenly meaning-full to a person. 

A text of Scripture can only be heard - God trying to speak to us in the Holy Scriptures - 

if you are disposed to pay attention to how you react interiorly to a gospel scene ... and 

then to wonder about that reaction. Over and over, St. Ignatius will write in his Spiritual 

Exercises: “Then I will listen.... Afterwards, I will reflect on this, to draw profit from 

what I see and hear.” 

As the disciples did, those two who encountered the Risen Jesus on the road to Emmaus 

(Luke 24: 13-35), so we too tend to notice a grace having been given to us - an insight, a 

deep feeling for someone, a capacity to love Jesus - only in retrospect. We did not notice 

it when it first happened. In other words, normally we miss God's best gifts to us when 

they actually come to us. As a result, we can point to two important truths about praying 

with the Gospels: 

• During Prayer. It is best to pay attention to a scene in the Gospel and to reach 

into it with all our powers and interest, before we try to analyze what may be 

happening to us while doing this. It serves us ill constantly to be preoccupied 

with our interior reactions while at prayer – “Am I getting it?” 

 
1 This language of the “mysteries of the life of Christ” I take from the Spiritual Exercises of St. 

Ignatius, from [261-312] in that text. 
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• After Prayer. Only after having spent time watching Jesus, meditating or 

contemplating a particular Gospel text, is it good to take some minutes to notice 

what happened while at prayer, and to wonder about it. So, the disciples on the 

road to Emmaus: it was only after Jesus had left them did they pay attention 

inwardly, and wonder about it: “Did not our hearts burn within us while Jesus 

talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (Luke 24: 32) 

Remarks from Pope Francis I on 16 May 2014: “Ideas by themselves do not lead 

anywhere and those who pursue the path of their own ideas end up in a labyrinth from 

where they can’t get out again! It’s for this reason that heresies have existed from the 

very beginning of the Church. Heresies are this: trying to understand with our minds 

and with only our personal light who Jesus is. A great English writer wrote that a 

heresy is an idea that’s gone crazy. That’s right! When they are ideas by themselves 

they become crazy… This is not the right path! [Pope Francis went on to explain that we 

need to open three doors in order to know Jesus.]… The first door is praying to Jesus. 

You must realize that studying without prayers is no use. We must pray to Jesus to get to 

know him better. The great theologians did their theology while kneeling. Pray to Jesus! 

By studying and praying we get a bit closer… But we’ll never know Jesus without 

praying. Never! Never! The second door is celebrating Jesus. Prayer on its own is not 

enough, we need the joy of celebration. We must celebrate Jesus through his 

Sacraments, because these give us life, they give us strength, they nourish us, they 

comfort us, they forge an alliance with us, they give us a mission. Without celebrating 

the Sacraments, we’ll never get to know Jesus. This is what the Church is all about: 

celebration. The third door is imitating Jesus. Take the Gospel, what did he do, how 

was his life, what did he tell us, what did he teach us and try to imitate him…. Entering 

via these three doors, the Pope went on, means entering into the mystery of Jesus and 

it’s only in this way that we can get to know him and we mustn’t be afraid to do this.” 

Lectio divina is not properly study; it is linked to a synthesis of the love of letters and 

the desire for God; literary delight for its own sake is felt as a guilty distraction, but its 

subordination to true piety favors and legitimizes authentic taste, the spiritual sense of 

beauty and openness of the person to the maturity of brotherhood and to whatever 

related to the Word of God, starting from grammar and music (psalmody). What had 

damaged the classical pretensions to culture had been the cult of form, of convention, as 

well as the vanity of the rhetor; humility, sincerity and the search for God were the 

remedy which allowed recovering what was valuable in it.2 

 
2 Jean Gribomont, “LECTIO DIVINA,” ed. Angelo Di Berardino and James Hoover, trans. 

Joseph T. Papa, Erik A. Koenke, and Eric E. Hewett, Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic; InterVarsity Press, 2014), 537. 
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STEP ONE: BECOMING REALLY PRESENT, BEING ONLY 

HERE, ONLY NOW 

 

Have a deep respect for the time it takes you to be ready to pay attention, to achieve 

real presence to the Scriptures. Sometimes entire days can pass during which we never 

achieve full alertness, mindfulness, and attention. So, St. Ignatius suggests that you 

easily and lightly read through the gospel scene with which you wish to pray. (A revered 

tradition in Christian spirituality - the lectio divina3 - urges that you read the text out 

loud to yourself, so that by engaging also your hearing, you may be more inclined to 

listen more deeply.) While doing this first reading, gently collect your scattered self - 

feelings, thoughts, tensions in your body, memories; that is, come to full conscious 

awareness of who you are at exactly this time and this place. Take time to breathe and to 

plant yourself firmly and with balance on the earth. Once you feel that you are able to 

grasp amidst all of the “pieces” of yourself, only then proceed to the next step. 

 

STEP TWO: KNOWING WHAT REALLY COUNTS FOR YOU 

 

Stand in your deepest desires; that is, consciously bring to mind what, finally, most 

counts for you. The way St. Ignatius expresses this is: “Here it will be to ask for an 

interior knowledge of Our Lord, who became human for me, that I may love him more 

 
3 From the International Biblical Commission (IBC) – “Let us examine each of its elements. 

First, lectio divina may be either done individually or in a group. The document briefly traces the history 

of regular or daily reading of Scripture in the Church by groups (first attested by Origen in the third 

century) and by individuals (especially in monasticism). It recalls that Dei Verbum §25 prescribes 

“assiduous” reading and study of Scripture for clergy and urges frequent spiritual reading of Scripture for 

the laity. The Biblical Commission’s document emphasizes how one reads Scripture in the course of lectio 

divina. The text is to be “received as the Word of God” (IV.C.2.a), in other words, with a pre-

understanding of Christian faith and with a readiness to hear what God is saying at the present time. The 

person or group engaging in lectio divina expects the Holy Spirit to be present and active in the 

reading, and this spiritual reading “leads, at the prompting of the Spirit, to meditation, prayer and 

contemplation” (IV.C.2.a)8. Here the Biblical Commission gives expression to the traditional teaching 

about the spiritual reading of Scripture which distinguishes three elements which follow the reading 

(lectio): meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio. The Biblical Commission’s mention of the “prompting of the 

Spirit” underscores that this is not merely a mechanical procedure. [Peter Williamson, Catholic 

Principles for Interpreting Scripture: A Study of the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s The Interpretation of the 

Bible in the Church, vol. 22, Subsidia Biblica (Roma: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2001), 316.] 



 

NOTES BY RICHARD GANZ 4 

 

intensely and follow him more closely” (SpEx 104). You will recognize Ignatius's words 

echoed in the play God-spell where we hear sung: “To see thee more clearly, love thee 

more dearly, follow thee more nearly, day by day.” These three express the “deepest 

desires” that underlie the multitude of other desires that drag us this way and that in our 

daily experiences. 

STEP THREE: GIVING THE TEXT COMPLETE ACCESS TO 

YOU, BOTH TO YOUR INTELLECT AND TO YOUR AFFECT 

 

Read, and savor, the text you have chosen. Having taken time to collect yourself, and 

having brought into conscious awareness of what you long for most (e.g., a desire to 

know and follow Jesus), you are now prepared for the second reading of the gospel 

scene. An essential principle for the success of this reading is that you must expect God 

to speak to you. As you read, notice where you feel the text “activate” or “come alive”; 

that is, where your attention suddenly gets focused at a word or a sentence or an image; 

where you notice something that you never noticed before in the story. At these places, 

stop and wait, asking our Lord to help you understand. If nothing further comes of 

this, then move on in your reading. But come back to this “activated” point in the text 

sometime later in your prayer. 

STEP FOUR: TAKING TIME AFTERWARDS TO NOTICE 

WHAT HAPPENED 

 

Take time afterwards to notice what happened.  Often the grace that our Lord wishes 

to give us will only appear to us during this time of looking back. Be faithful to this time.  

Many find it helpful to write about what happened in a journal/diary. Again, the focus is 

not on gospel study - lots of ideas - but on the noticing of interior “movements” 

(affections) activated by your encounter with Jesus in the Scripture. St. Ignatius wrote: 

“For what fills and satisfies the soul consists, not in knowing much, but in our 

understanding the realities profoundly and in savoring them interiorly.” (SpEx 2) Ask, as 

you notice these interior “movements” for the grace to understand what they mean. 

STEP FIVE: ALWAYS RETURN TO GRATITUDE - THE 

PUREST FORM OF SURRENDER 
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Take time to be grateful. Even if your prayer went nowhere (apparently), and you are 

not able to notice even one interior movements (though you probably are feeling a 

reaction to that!), be grateful to God our Lord for blessing you with exactly what you 

needed during this time. Remember that God is never outdone in generosity. If we 

have been trying to know Him, He most certainly has been responding ... though you 

may not recognize how He is doing it until later. Even “forcing” yourself to remain in an 

attitude of gratitude before God, even after an apparently lousy prayer time, is a spiritual 

effort of the highest spiritual value. 

SOME OTHER TEXTS FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION  

 

Taken from The Duncton Chronicles, Volume III:  Duncton Found by William Horwood 

(1989), 80-81 in which story the characters are moles.  In this scene the wise mole 

Tryfan is instructing his son Beechen about the meaning of books.   

Learn them, understand them, discover how to make them your own, but always 

remember that texts begin with living moles and at their end a mole must put 

them to one side and go out and live. Unless they help a mole do that, they are 

nothing. A text is but a tunnel made by one mole through difficult territory, so 

that another may pass through more easily. The difficulty may be in recording it 

truthfully ... or in the Stone-given ability to set down such wisdom as seems to be 

invested in the lives of such wise moles as Boswell.  

Neither book, nor text, nor folio will so touch another mole that he needs not the 

touch at first and last of a living paw to his flank, and the true showing of one 

heart to another, which is the touch of love. This the Scribe-moles of Uffington 

forgot, and yet it was their greatest heritage, the thing that gave their work its 

purpose and intent. 

From St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274): “If, then, you are looking for the way by which 

you should go, take Christ, because he himself is the way.” 

From The Cloud of Unknowing (late 14th century): “A person is humble when he or 

she stands in the truth with a knowledge and appreciation for him/herself as he or she 

really is.” 

 


