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In the Bible we read that God’s words 
of love were proclaimed zealously by 
the prophets of the Old Testament, 
and foremost among God’s messengers 
was Elijah.

Elijah, the prophet of Carmel, was a man 
of prayer and action who experienced 
God’s word in the sound of silence.

In his own son, Jesus Christ, God 
spoke in a new way. Many people who 
encountered Jesus were struck by how 
he reminded them of Elijah.

In this beautiful set of reflections the prophet Elijah is presented to us in 
the light of Christian faith by Father Joseph Chalmers. As Prior General 
of the Carmelites (1995–2007), a religious order which draws particular 
inspiration from Elijah, Father Joseph has shared with people across 
the world his experience of how God speaks words of love today.

Drawing on the ancient traditions underlying the practices of Lectio 
Divina (holy reading) and Centering Prayer (prayer in secret), Father 
Joseph shares with us how to listen contemplatively to God’s word in 
the Bible and in the silence of our hearts.
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Some guidelines for personal or group
Lectio Divina

prayerful attentiveness to the Word of God

There are many methods of praying with the Bible,
the Word of God.

The following points might be helpful to you.

• We are always in God’s presence, but sometimes we need to devote particular 
time to God. Decide how long you are going to spend in prayer.

• Choose a passage from Scripture, perhaps the Gospel of the day’s Eucharist.

• Sitting comfortably, make a short opening prayer or recite part of a Psalm to call 
on the Holy Spirit and open your heart to God.

• Read slowly or listen attentively to the Bible passage you have chosen for Lectio.

• Spend a moment in silence, recalling what you have read. What is God saying 
through this text and through the events of today? Be open to God’s presence in 
stillness and silence.

• Re-read the passage. Consider its meaning for its first audience and for you today. 
Note any word or phrase that touches your heart, reflecting in silence why that 
word or phrase might be significant for you. Ponder the Word in relation to your 
life, and in relation to other biblical texts. 

• If doing Lectio in a group, the group leader might invite participants to speak 
aloud a word or phrase that touches the heart, and perhaps share impressions 
and reactions about the text. This is not a time for debate or study, but rather for 
personal and community reflection.

• Read the text again, giving a prayerful response to God. Pray aloud or in silence; 
it may be a prayer of repentance, thanksgiving, intercession, or however the Spirit 
moves you to respond to today’s encounter with God.

• Put the text aside, and enter into the silence where God is seeking you. You might 
like to spend some time resting in God’s presence through ‘the prayer in secret’ 
(see Appendix I of this book and the back cover flap).

• After a period of silence (at least 10 minutes is recommended), try to discern if 
God’s Word is calling you to make some kind of action or commitment in your 
life.

• You might like to choose a significant phrase or word to ponder occasionally 
throughout the day ahead.

• Make a prayer of thanks for your time spent attentive to God’s presence. Conclude 
with a ‘Glory be’.

‘the word of God is living and active, 
sharper than any two-edged sword’

(Hebrews 4:12)

Some practical guidelines for
Centering Prayer

or
the Prayer in Secret

When you pray, go to your private room, shut yourself in, and so 
pray to your Father who is in that secret place, and your Father 

who sees all that is done in secret will reward you.
(Matthew 6:6)

There are four simple guidelines to this method of prayer which can 
help us wait for God in silence. The prayer consists simply in being 
in the presence of God without thinking of anything in particular, 
since God is at home within us (cf. John 14:23).

1. Choose a ‘sacred word’ as the symbol of your intention to consent 
to the presence and action of God within.

2. Sitting comfortably and with eyes closed, settle briefly and then 
silently introduce the sacred word as the symbol of your consent 
to God’s presence and action within.

3. Simply be in the presence of God. When engaged with distracting 
thoughts, return ever so gently to the sacred word.

4. At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with eyes closed 
for a couple of minutes.

The prophet Elijah arose like a fire, 
his word flaring like a torch 

(Sirach 48:1)
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FOREWORD

This book began life in Italian and I wrote it at the request of a fellow Carmelite 
friar, Fr. Bruno Secondin, O.Carm., the renowned theologian of the spiritual 
life.1 For several years he has conducted a bi-monthly Lectio Divina Bible 
meditation session in the Carmelite church of Traspontina, very close to Saint 
Peter’s Basilica in Rome. This is a very popular event not least because of the 
famous people who, from time to time, lead the Lectio Divina. A few years 
ago a certain Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI) directed the 
session.

Several books have emerged from these sessions. I have also had an interest 
in the prophet Elijah for a long time and so decided to write a book for prayer 
using the texts regarding Elijah. While waiting for it to be published I decided 
to translate it into English. While doing so I took the opportunity to change 
certain parts, add, subtract and hopefully make the whole book a little better.

I hope that you might find what I have written of some help. My suggestion is 
that rather than reading the whole book through at once you might take each 
reflection individually, perhaps over the course of a fortnight.

We are all companions on the spiritual journey into the mystery of God. Those 
who have gone before us can help us by their prayers and their example. With 
the help of the prophet Elijah, let us listen to the sound of silence wherein God 
speaks. The Word of God is something alive and active (Hebrews 4:12). The 
following words from the Letter to the Hebrews could be understood as referring 
also to the Prophet Elijah:

Remember your leaders, who preached the word of God to you, 
and as you reflect on the outcome of their lives, take their faith as 
your model. (13:7)

Joseph Chalmers, O.Carm.
Rome

1 The original Italian edition was Il Suono Del Silenzio: Ascoltando La Parola di Dio con il Profeta Elia, 
(Edizioni Messaggero Padova, 2006).
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INTRODUCTION

Christian prayer involves communication with God, being in relationship with 
God. There are many ways of prayer and many models for prayer. One of the 
ancient ways of prayer that has witnessed a resurgence in recent years is Lectio 
Divina, which is the prayerful reading of Holy Scripture, the Bible.2 All prayer in 
theory should be open to and should encourage the flowering of contemplation, 
which is a loving, intimate knowledge of God that is a completely gratuitous 
divine gift.

When seeking to plumb the depths of the Scriptures, it is appropriate to look 
for help to the great heroes of our faith, the saints, and particularly to the 
major figures of the Bible. In this book I have chosen to take the prophet Elijah 
(sometimes called Elias) as guide. We will enter into the stories that were told 
of him and passed on from generation to generation in oral form for hundreds 
of years before they were ever written down. We will try to discover what God is 
saying to us today through these fascinating stories of the hero of ancient Israel.

Why choose a prophet, who is so distant from us, to help us on our journey of 
prayer? What can a person who comes from a culture and a time so different 
from ours tell us about prayer?

The Church sees in the prophet Elijah a model for prayer. The 1992 Catechism 
of the Catholic Church in fact says the following:

2582 Elijah is the “father” of the prophets, “the generation of those 
who seek him, who seek the face of the God of Jacob.” Elijah’s 
name, “The Lord is my God,” foretells the people’s cry in response 
to his prayer on Mount Carmel. Saint James refers to Elijah in order 
to encourage us to pray: “The prayer of the righteous is powerful 
and effective.”

2583 After Elijah had learned mercy during his retreat at the Wadi 
Cherith, he teaches the widow of Zarephath to believe in the Word 
of God and confirms her faith by his urgent prayer: God brings the 
widow’s child back to life.

The sacrifice on Mount Carmel is a decisive test for the faith of the 
People of God. In response to Elijah’s plea, “Answer me, O LORD, 

2 There are very many books about the theory and history of Lectio Divina. Two of the best introductions 
in English are Thelma Hall, Too Deep For Words (New York: Paulist Press, 1988) and Michael Casey, 
Sacred Reading (Liguori, Missouri: Triumph Books, 1996).
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answer me,” the Lord’s fire consumes the holocaust, at the time of 
the evening oblation. The Eastern liturgies repeat Elijah’s plea in 
the Eucharistic epiclesis.

Finally, taking the desert road that leads to the place where the 
living and true God reveals himself to his people, Elijah, like Moses 
before him, hides “in a cleft of the rock” until the mysterious 
presence of God has passed by. But only on the mountain of the 
Transfiguration will Moses and Elijah behold the unveiled face of 
him whom they sought; “the light of the knowledge of the glory of 
God [shines] in the face of Christ,” crucified and risen.

2584 In their “one to one” encounters with God, the prophets draw 
light and strength for their mission. Their prayer is not flight from 
this unfaithful world, but rather attentiveness to the Word of God. 
At times their prayer is an argument or a complaint, but it is always 
an intercession that awaits and prepares for the intervention of the 
Saviour God, the Lord of history.

The importance of the prophet Elijah

In the history of Israel, the prophet Elijah is on the same level as Moses, one of 
the greatest of the earliest prophets of the Old Testament. The Jewish people 
still wait for Elijah’s return as the precursor of the Messiah, and at the Passover 
meal they lay a place for him at table. Several times the Gospel accounts refer to 
him in relation to John the Baptist. On Mount Tabor, Elijah appeared alongside 
Moses speaking with Jesus (Matthew 17:1-8; Mark 9:2-8; Luke 9:28-36). The 
figure of the prophet Elijah is common not only to Christians and Jews but also 
to Muslims because although not a major figure, he does appear in the Koran 
as a prophet.

The Carmelite Order – one of the ancient religious orders of the Roman Catholic 
Church – takes it name from Mount Carmel in the Holy Land. Mount Carmel 
is remembered as the site of a contest which took place between Elijah, the 
prophet of the true God, and the prophets of Baal, a false god. The first Carmelite 
hermits gathered around a spring called the Well of Elijah sometime at the 
beginning of the thirteenth century, and no doubt the memory of the prophet 
of Carmel was important for these men.

In Carmelite spirituality the prophet Elijah is still recognised as an inspirational 
model for today. Carmelites stress that from the prophet Elijah they learn to 

INTRODUCTION

60050-The-spirit-of-Silence-final-no-hypenition.indd   1060050-The-spirit-of-Silence-final-no-hypenition.indd   10 8.8.2007   14:15:178.8.2007   14:15:17



JOSEPH CHALMERS

11

have an undivided heart, dedicated to the service of God. They see in him a 
man who made a choice without compromise for the cause of God. Carmelites 
also see in the prophet a channel of God’s tenderness towards the poor.3

In the document used to teach young Carmelites about the importance of the 
prophet Elijah for the Order, we find the following:

Some pilgrims, coming from the West to the Holy Land, chose 
Mount Carmel as the place in which to live as hermits in community. 
They settled near the spring known as ‘Elijah’s spring’, thus 
continuing a long tradition of monastic and eremitic presence.

The memory of the prophet is still alive in this place: the prophet 
burning with zeal for his God, whose word is a flaming torch; the 
prophet who stands in God’s presence, ever ready to serve him and 
to obey his Word; the prophet who points to the true God so that 
the people may no longer stand with their feet in two camps; the 
prophet who exhorts his people to choose to focus their existence 
on God alone; the prophet who is attentive both to the voice of 
God and to the cry of the poor, who knows how to defend both the 
rights of the one God and those of God’s beloved ones, the weakest 
and the last.

Carmelites remember, and in some ways relive, the prophet’s 
experience. He hid in the desert in times of dryness and faced the 
challenge of the false prophets of a dead idol, which was incapable 
of giving life. He journeyed back through the desert to Mount Horeb, 
to meet the Lord in new and unexpected ways, and to understand 
that God is present even where he appears to be absent. Carmelites 
share in Elijah’s thirst for justice and know themselves to be, like 
Elisha, heirs to the mantle that fell from heaven, from the chariot 
engulfed in flames.4

3 When the Carmelites arrived in Europe from Mount Carmel in the 13th Century they began to construct 
a mythical history of the Order and looked to the prophet Elijah as founder. The most famous of these 
“histories” was written in Latin in the late 14th century by the Carmelite friar Felip Ribot. We now have a 
translation of this whole work into English by Richard Copsey, The Ten Books on the Way of Life and Great 
Deeds of the Carmelites, (Faversham & Rome: Saint Albert’s Press & Edizioni Carmelitane, 2005). For a 
modern approach to the importance of the prrophet Elijah in Carmelite spirituality, see: Peter Slattery, The 
Springs of Carmel, (New York: St. Paul’s, 1991, reprinted by Alba House, 2000); Wilfrid McGreal, At the 
Fountain of Elijah: the Carmelite Tradition, (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1999); Jane Ackerman, 
Elijah: Prophet of Carmel, (Washington D.C.: ICS Publications, 2003); James McCaffery, ‘The Heritage 
of Elijah’ in The Carmelite Charism: Exploring the Biblical Roots, (Dublin: Veritas Publications, 2004); 
Kevin Alban, (ed.), Journeying with Carmel: Extracts from the 1995 Carmelite Constitutions, (Middle 
Park, Victoria: Carmelite Communications, 1997), p.19.

4 Carmelite Formation: A Journey of Transformation – Ratio Institutionis Vitæ Carmelitanæ, (Rome: 
General Curia of the Carmelite Order, 2000), no. 46.
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The context of the prophet Elijah

After his time on earth this austere prophet remained alive in the people’s 
memory to the point that there arose dramatic and miraculous stories about 
him. From the end of the 9th century before Christ there could be found a series 
of stories concerning Elijah. Shortly afterwards the stories concerning Elijah’s 
disciple Elisha (sometimes called Eliseus) came about. These can all be found 
in the Bible in the so-called Elijah saga cycle (1 Kings 17 - 2 Kings 1) and in the 
tales of Elisha (2 Kings 2-13).

The prophet Elijah lived at the time of King Ahab (874-853 B.C.) who was 
son of Omri (885-874 B.C.). Omri, who was an army general, took power in a 
coup-d’état against King Zimri (886-885 B.C.). He was the sixth king of Israel 
in forty-six years, after the separation from Judah, which came about in the 
year 931 B.C. in the reign of King Jeroboam I. Omri began the fourth dynasty 
and founded the fourth capital (Sichem, Penuel, Tirsa and Samaria). There was 
great instability at this time. His reign lasted twelve years and it began a time of 
peace and an economic upswing, which was continued in the reign of his son, 
Ahab. Despite these positive elements, the Bible has very little to say about 
Omri. The aim of Omri’s politics was to bring stability to the country and to 
increase its eco nomic power.

The stories about Elijah were conserved and spread above all during the great 
Exile, when the people of Israel found themselves in a situation without hope, 
seemingly abandoned. They lived daily with frustration, destruction and 
in a state of utter confusion. Several times the people of Israel had suffered 
deportation after defeat in war. However, the deportation to Babylonia left a 
lasting and profound impact on the soul of the people. It seemed that God had 
renounced the plan of salvation whereby God had brought the people out of the 
slavery of Egypt into the Promised Land. After the deportations, many believed 
that the situation would only last a short while, but that was an illusion. The 
stories about the prophet of fire helped the exiles to understand something of 
their situation, notwithstanding the official attempts to interpret events in a 
totally different way.5

On returning from exile, the people began to speak of the ancient prophets as 
those who had given them hope, and in a particular way, this hope centred on 
the prophet Elijah. Several times he is written of in Scripture outside the stories 

5 Prophet of Fire is the title of an excellent little study on the implications of the prophet Elijah for Carmelite 
spirituality by the former Prior General of the Order, Kilian Healy (Rome: Institutum Carmelitanum, 
1990), reprinted in 2004 as volume 5 in the Carmel in the World Paperbacks series.
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that appear in the Books of the Kings. I list these texts in Appendix II at the back 
of this book.

The context of the life of the prophet Elijah is the struggle within Israel against 
religious syncretism, a mixing of two religions, taking the values and divine 
attributes present in one religion and confusing them with those of another 
religion. Yahweh, God of the Israelites, had brought the people out of Egypt 
and had guided them to the Promised Land. Yahweh was a jealous God: “You 
shall have no other gods before me” (Deuteronomy 5:7). At the time of Elijah, 
paganism was profoundly rooted among the simple people. They honoured 
God with the name of the Lord Yahweh, but in reality the one they worshipped 
was in fact the pagan deity, Baal. The name we give to God is not as important 
as the ideas that this name evokes. It seems also that the people followed pagan 
practices, for example child sacrifice and ritual prostitution in places sacred to 
idols.

We know very little about Elijah as a person. Probably the basis of the stories 
about Elijah comes from a source containing his life and works, but the final 
editor of the Books of the Kings used only a part of this document, and he does 
not seem to be interested in the biographical details of the prophet. It is clear 
that the final text is the result of a development of a tradition in which the 
most ancient stories about Elijah were adapted by successive generations when 
they had to confront new problems and new situations. The sources used for 
the Books of the Kings are numerous. In the Hebrew Bible the two Books of 
the Kings form a unity. Greek translators separated them in the third century 
before Christ. In these books we do not find a scientific history, but a theological 
vision of history. This means that the facts are presented according to what the 
author thinks about God and the relationship between God and the people. The 
author wants to teach his readers something about God and is not interested 
in the ordinary facts of history. The interest of the Books of the Kings is in the 
monarchy in general and in its failures. The author wants to underline that the 
kings were not faithful to God and that many problems arose from this fact.

In the cycle of Elijah stories one can distinguish three blocks: 1 Kings 17-19; 1 
Kings 21; and 2 Kings 1. The account of the assumption of Elijah to heaven in a 
chariot of fire (his death) in 2 Kings 2 and, according to some scholars, also the 
vocation of Elisha (1 Kings 19:19-21) do not properly speaking form part of the 
Elijah saga cycle, but to that of Elisha. The story of Naboth in 1 Kings 21 and 
that of Acaziah in 2 Kings 1 seem to be isolated, while the rest of the stories, 
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which can be found in 1 Kings 17-19, are developed as a continuous story with 
a structure and some themes that give a literary unity to these stories.

From the thematic point of view, the block of stories in chapters 17-19 of the First 
Book of Kings forms a unity on two levels. Above all it is the religious history 
of the prophet from his first public appearance and his activity in the struggle 
against religious syncretism to the appointment of Elisha as his successor. In 
this context the account of the persecution of the prophet is inserted. This is 
the theme that unifies the whole structure and is present from the beginning 
vaguely (cf. 17:3), and then more evidently (cf. 18:4 ff.) and finally in an 
explicit fashion (cf. 19:1 ff.). The other element that unites the whole cycle is 
the treatment of Elijah as a Moses figure: Elijah is presented as the new Moses. 
There is also the great conflict between two religions: Yahwism and Baalism, 
represented respectively by Elijah and by Jezebel, her prophets and also Ahab. 
This is evident in chapter 18, but is present in substance throughout the whole 
Elijan cycle.

A mysterious person

In these stories we meet a man who kept the religion of Israel alive. Elijah was 
totally available for God. He stood before God like a servant awaiting instructions 
(1 Kings 17:1; 18:15, 36). Like all the prophets, he was completely grasped by 
the Word of God. We could say that the subject of the cycle of the stories about 
Elijah is really not the prophet but God, whose Word was not only the motive 
for reflection in the silence and solitude, but also a fire to burn out evil from 
the human heart. Elijah’s total openness to the Word of God led him to live a 
very particular style of life. Elijah wanted to be a visible sign in Israel, a sign 
that challenged the complacent attitudes of the people. The prophet did not go 
along with the opinions of his day, but he was prepared to stand out so that his 
entire life would be an open criticism of the values of the people. A prophet can 
only be a sign for others if he himself, first of all, allows himself to be grasped 
by God. Elijah was a man of mystery, known for his sudden appearances and 
disappearances (1 Kings 18:12). His final disappearance in the chariot of fire 
left an enduring impression in Israel (2 Kings 2:11).

The two principal characteristics of Elijah are his faithfulness and his creativity. 
He was totally faithful to his religious traditions, and was the champion of 
fidelity to the covenant that God had made with the people, at a time when the 
covenant had all but disappeared. Elijah rejected any “watering down” of his 
religion. Only Yahweh was Lord in Israel and Elijah would not permit any idol 
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to interfere in Yahweh’s territory. In the contest on Mount Carmel, the prophet 
was not afraid to challenge everyone: “How long do you mean to hobble first on 
the one leg and then on the other? If Yahweh is God, follow Him; If Baal, follow 
him.” (2 Kings 18:21).6 It was not possible to serve both. Elijah, at the sacrifice 
on Mount Carmel, recalled his people to the faith of their ancestors.

At the same time, the prophet Elijah was not afraid to be creative in religious 
matters. When the people settled down in Israel, they began to forget God. 
Yahweh was very important to the Israelites when they were wandering in the 
desert, but seemed to have little to say in the new style of life in the Promised 
Land. The Israelites preferred to adore Baal, who was considered more useful to 
farmers inasmuch as he was the lord of the rain, the sunshine and of fertility in 
general, according to what was claimed by his followers. The image of Yahweh 
needed some modernisation. If Yahweh really was the true God of Israel, he had 
to be so in all the situations in which Israel might find itself. Elijah succeeded 
in transforming the image of Yahweh, showing that it was Yahweh and not Baal 
who sent the rain and fire from heaven. Yahweh was the Lord of Israel and not 
Baal. Elijah knew how to make the Word of God speak to his own times.

For the Jews, Elijah is still a living figure. For Christians, he represents a 
challenge to do in our times what he did in his. Despite the elements of our 
modern world that tend to distract us we must remain strong in the truth that 
we have received, but at the same time be able to translate this eternal truth 
for times that change continually. Faithfulness without creativity renders faith 
an anachronism; creativity without faithfulness abandons the faith for every 
passing fancy.

The function of Elijah in the post-biblical Jewish faith was that of being the 
precursor of the Messiah. This belief, which was common at the time of Jesus, 
is evidence that for the Jews Elijah was not – and is still not today – merely an 
historical figure, but is a living person. After Moses, Abraham and David, Elijah 
is the Old Testament figure most mentioned in the New Testament.

Using the Elijah saga cycle for prayer

The choice of the following texts from the Elijah saga cycle has been motivated 
by their usefulness for prayer. Obviously it is a personal choice. This book can 

6 One can use any version of the Bible for prayer but the one I have chosen is the New Jerusalem Bible, 
(ed.) Henry Wansbrough, (New York & London: Doubleday / Darton, Longman & Todd, 1985). In this 
version the name “Yahweh” is used for the God of Israel. The Jewish people held and hold this name in 
such reverence that they do not normally pronounce it, using instead the term “Lord”. Many versions of 
the Bible follow this custom.
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be used by individuals or groups, and one can begin from whatever chapter 
seems most interesting. Before starting on the individual texts, I would like 
to say a word about the ancient method of prayer called Lectio Divina (holy 
reading). This method is the one used to help us in our reading the stories of 
the Prophet Elijah.

The texts of Sacred Scripture used in this book are taken from The New Jerusalem 
Bible but any translation can equally well be used. The words might be slightly 
different according to the translation but the sense will be the same.

INTRODUCTION
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The writing of the Word of God.
Window by George Walsh in the Chapel of Avila Discalced Carmelite Friary, Dublin.
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What is Lectio Divina?

When we pray, in some way we enter into a relationship with God. Prayer is our 
response to God who first approaches us. The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
understands prayer firstly as a relationship with God and only secondly as a 
special activity. Article 2558 says:

“Great is the mystery of the faith!” The Church professes this 
mystery in the Apostles’ Creed (Part One) and celebrates it in the 
sacramental liturgy (Part Two), so that the life of the faithful may 
be conformed to Christ in the Holy Spirit to the glory of God the 
Father (Part Three). This mystery, then, requires that the faithful 
believe in it, that they celebrate it, and that they live from it in a 
vital and personal relationship with the living and true God. This 
relationship is prayer.

Personal relationships take time, energy and a commitment in order to develop. 
We must find something in common with the other person. What we have in 
common with God is Jesus Christ. He is the culmination of all that God has 
done for the world, and in Christ can be found everything that God wants to say 
to humanity. In the Scriptures we read the story of how God spoke to the people 
and what God wants to say. The whole of Scripture leads us to the fullness of 
the revelation of God in Christ Jesus. We cannot say that we want to know God 
if we ignore the divine message in Sacred Scripture. There is always something 
new to discover in the Scriptures.

The rediscovery of the centrality of the Word of God in the Church led to the 
rediscovery also of the ancient practice of Lectio Divina (holy reading). This 
was the normal way of prayer of the ancient monks and from them passed on 
to all the older religious orders. This way of prayer has had a profound effect 
on the history of Christian spirituality and can be said to be a constant in the 
Christian life. Lectio Divina is not only a method of prayer, but is a way of life; 
it is not simply yet another thing to be fitted in to our already overcrowded 
schedules, but rather is the element that shapes our whole day according to the 
will of God. It is, in fact, the form of all Christian prayer.

According to an ancient tradition, there are four fundamental moments in this 
way of prayer: Reading, Meditation, Prayer and Contemplation. Or to put these 
another way: Read, Reflect, Respond and Rest. These moments are not strictly 
separated but flow into each other naturally and other moments can be added. 
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Prayer is a very personal thing and each person must follow where the Spirit 
leads. The four traditional moments of Lectio Divina are simply an indication of 
the basic elements that make up Christian prayer.

Prayer is rather like soup. Good soup (prayer) has these four elements as basic 
ingredients, but each cook will have a different recipe. The soup will have a 
different taste according to the quantity of each ingredient and according to 
what other ingredients are added. We have a great freedom in our relationship 
with God but Lectio Divina contains the wisdom of centuries of living the 
Christian life. Lectio Divina is not a rigid method but changes according to the 
person who follows its rhythm.

Read

The first ingredient is Lectio (the traditional name), or, in other words, a time 
to read the Word of God. We can read the Scriptures in many ways. With the 
rosary “we read” the Word of God in the sense that the prayers come from the 
Sacred Scriptures. Looking at frescoes and stained glass windows was the way 
in which uneducated people in the Middle Ages could “read” the Scriptures. Of 
course these things can still speak very powerfully to us today. The same can 
be said for statues, tapestries and any way of telling the biblical stories. We can 
read the Sacred Scriptures during daily Mass and in the Prayer of the Church, 
the Office. To read the Word of God with profit, we must listen attentively in 
order to receive what God wants to give us. Clearly it is not sufficient to listen to 
the Word; we must also put it into practice, as Mary the mother of Jesus did (cf. 
Luke 11:27-28). It is possible to listen to the Scriptures in a perfunctory fashion 
without allowing the words to touch us. It is necessary to make an effort to 
receive what God wants to say to us at each moment.

The Word of God is the story of God’s relationship with the human family; it 
is the story of my and your relationship with God. We learn from the Old and 
New Testaments how God speaks to us and what are the problems inherent in 
this dialogue. By means of the Word, God speaks personally to you and to me. 
God wants to say something particular to us, and if we do not listen we will 
not receive this very important message. When we read the Scriptures, it is 
necessary to take time, lest the Word goes in one ear and out the other without 
touching our hearts. It is important to reserve every day a little time to read or 
listen to the Word of God.

If one stops praying, it is difficult to get back into a rhythm. Although it is not 
necessary to be rigid in the exact time set aside, it is a commitment that must 

WHAT IS LECTIO DIVINA?
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not be forgotten if we want to maintain a healthy relationship with God. There 
will also be days when all our plans are thrown into confusion and we hardly 
have time to bless ourselves. On those occasions we can say something like, 
“Today, Lord, I am really busy. Perhaps I will forget you. Please do not forget 
me!” However, these occasions must be an exception to the normal rhythm of 
our personal relationship with God.

Reflect

The second moment or ingredient of Lectio Divina is meditatio. This term, 
which means meditation, is very wide and so it is necessary to define it a little. 
In our western European tradition, to meditate is equivalent to reflect on God or 
on the things of God. In Buddhism, on the contrary it means “not thinking”, and 
includes the various techniques used to arrive at this. Because of the influence 
of eastern religious practices, the normally accepted meaning of meditation in 
the world at large is this, and in particular because of the widespread use of 
“transcendental meditation”. However there also remains the traditional idea 
of reflecting on God or on some point of our faith. In this type of meditation 
we try to enter more profoundly into the mystery of God or the mysteries of 
the faith. For example, we can spend a little time thinking about the Eucharist, 
starting from a text of Scripture. Then we could think about what the Eucharist 
means for us today. We receive Christ as our food so that we might begin to live 
like him. This is only one example among many of a meditation. We have a 
brain and we must use it also in the area of our faith life.

There is another type of meditation, more ancient than that described above. 
At the beginnings of Christianity, meditation involved the whole body. When 
the first Carmelite hermits lived on Mount Carmel in the early 13th century they 
understood meditation as a method for affixing the words of Sacred Scripture 
– and especially the psalms – in the mind and heart. Every hermit repeated the 
scriptural words over and over, with special emphasis on the psalms, in a loud 
voice. That is probably one reason their cells were originally quite far apart so 
that each would not be disturbed by the noise of the other. Gradually it was 
hoped that the Word of God would transform their hearts.

Meditation, then, can have for us today also these different meanings: to reflect 
on the Word of God in order to apply it to one’s own life, or repeat the words 
slowly in order to fix them in the heart. What does this Word say to me today, 
or what does the Lord want to say to me at this particular moment?
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It can be useful to consult a Bible commentary. In the following chapters you 
will find a brief comment on the chosen text. It is only to help the reader to 
enter more easily into the Word of God presented by these ancient stories. It is 
not necessary to spend much time studying the text, but it is important to take 
a moment in order to get an idea of what God really is saying and so avoid the 
risk of making the Word say what we want to hear.

Respond

The third traditional moment or ingredient of Lectio Divina is oratio, which 
means prayer. This is our response to the Word of God. You may wonder has not 
everything we have been doing up to this point not also been prayer? Of course. 
However, according to the ancient monks from whom we have received Lectio 
Divina, prayer was understood as an opportunity for a heart-to-heart dialogue 
with God. The two previous moments – reading the Word and reflecting on it – 
are really a preparation for this intimate conversation with God. This intimate 
dialogue can take place in the midst of our normal daily tasks and can easily 
interchange with moments of meditation. For example, while we are working 
we could perhaps think about the passage of Scripture that we had chosen, or, 
like the monks of antiquity, we might choose to repeat some word or phrase so 
that the Word of God might take hold of our heart. We have to adapt ourselves 
to the circumstances of our lives. These words or our thoughts are aimed at 
touching our heart and starting a real dialogue with God. The conversation 
with the Lord can take many forms and is very personal. If it starts to rain and 
you are caught without an umbrella, your prayer might be one of complaint. If 
you are very worried, your prayer will probably focus on what you are worried 
about. You can praise or thank God. The psalms cover the whole spectrum of 
human emotion and they teach us that we can speak with God about anything. 
The goal of Lectio Divina is to open the human heart to God so that it might be 
transformed.

Spontaneous prayer sooner or later tends to diminish and silence becomes 
more and more normal. In the silence we leave a space for the Spirit of God to 
pray in us. Scripture says: “The Spirit too comes to help us in our weakness, for, 
when we do not know how to pray properly, then the Spirit personally makes 
our petitions for us in groans that cannot be put into words; and he who can see 
into all hearts knows what the Spirit means because the prayers that the Spirit 
makes for God’s holy people are always in accordance with the mind of God.” 
(Romans 8:26-27).

WHAT IS LECTIO DIVINA?
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Rest

The traditional name for the fourth moment or ingredient of Lectio Divina is 
contemplatio or contemplation. This is a concept with a lot of history behind it 
and not a few difficulties connected to it. I prefer to use a more common term 
that is easily understandable: rest. At this point we are invited to enter into the 
mystery of God. It is no longer necessary to think holy thoughts, or to speak but 
simply to rest in God. “Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened, 
and I will give you rest. Shoulder my yoke and learn from me, for I am gentle 
and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. Yes, my yoke is easy 
and my burden light.” (Matthew 11:28-30).

When our prayer becomes silence, perhaps it may seem that we are wasting 
time. There will be a temptation to return to a form of prayer where we were in 
control, or at least where we had the sensation of doing something. However, 
silence is a normal development of prayer. There comes a time when we must 
leave behind our beautiful words because they cannot express what is in our 
heart. In silence, God can listen to what is in our heart and we can listen to the 
still small voice of God.

According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church:

2712 Contemplative prayer is the prayer of the child of God, of the 
forgiven sinner who agrees to welcome the love by which he is 
loved and who wants to respond to it by loving even more. But he 
knows that the love he is returning is poured out by the Spirit in his 
heart, for everything is grace from God. Contemplative prayer is the 
poor and humble surrender to the loving will of the Father in ever 
deeper union with his beloved Son.

2713 Contemplative prayer is the simplest expression of the mystery 
of prayer. It is a gift, a grace; it can be accepted only in humility 
and poverty. Contemplative prayer is a covenant relationship 
established by God within our hearts. Contemplative prayer is a 
communion in which the Holy Trinity conforms man, the image of 
God, “to his likeness.”

2714 Contemplative prayer is also the pre-eminently intense time 
of prayer. In it the Father strengthens our inner being with power 
through his Spirit “that Christ may dwell in [our] hearts through 
faith” and we may be “grounded in love.”
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2715 Contemplation is a gaze of faith, fixed on Jesus. “I look at him 
and he looks at me”: this is what a certain peasant of Ars used to 
say to his holy curé about his prayer before the tabernacle. This 
focus on Jesus is a renunciation of self. His gaze purifies our heart; 
the light of the countenance of Jesus illumines the eyes of our heart 
and teaches us to see everything in the light of his truth and his 
compassion for all men. Contemplation also turns its gaze on the 
mysteries of the life of Christ. Thus it learns the “interior knowledge 
of our Lord,” the more to love him and follow him.

2716 Contemplative prayer is hearing the Word of God. Far from 
being passive, such attentiveness is the obedience of faith, the 
unconditional acceptance of a servant, and the loving commitment 
of a child. It participates in the “Yes” of the Son become servant 
and the Fiat of God’s lowly handmaid.

2717 Contemplative prayer is silence, the “symbol of the world 
to come” or “silent love.” Words in this kind of prayer are not 
speeches; they are like kindling that feeds the fire of love. In this 
silence, unbearable to the “outer” man, the Father speaks to us his 
incarnate Word, who suffered, died, and rose; in this silence the 
Spirit of adoption enables us to share in the prayer of Jesus.

2718 Contemplative prayer is a union with the prayer of Christ 
insofar as it makes us participate in his mystery. The mystery of 
Christ is celebrated by the Church in the Eucharist, and the Holy 
Spirit makes it come alive in contemplative prayer so that our 
charity will manifest it in our acts.

2719 Contemplative prayer is a communion of love bearing Life for 
the multitude, to the extent that it consents to abide in the night 
of faith. The Paschal night of the Resurrection passes through the 
night of the agony and the tomb – the three intense moments of 
the Hour of Jesus which his Spirit (and not “the flesh [which] is 
weak”) brings to life in prayer. We must be willing to “keep watch 
with [him] one hour.”

When we read the Word of God, or meditate on it or pray about it, we are using 
our own words and thoughts, but the Word belongs to God and possibly God 
wants to comment on it. God often does this by inspiring a thought or a feeling. 
The ancient monks believed that it was important to leave some time for God, 
and they called this time contemplation (contemplation). Many people can be 
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rather suspicious of this word. By calling cloistered nuns “contemplatives” we 
may often think that we can leave contemplation to them. However if we translate 
the word “contemplation” by another term like, “an intimate relationship with 
God in Jesus Christ”, we can perhaps begin to see that it cannot be exclusive to 
cloistered nuns. Contemplation is for everyone.

The fruit of prayer is not the brilliant ideas that we may have about Scripture 
or the feelings of love that rise up in our heart. At times it is impossible to have 
a single holy thought. The fruit of prayer can only be seen outside the time 
of prayer in the way we relate with others on a regular basis. If our prayer is 
authentic, our life will begin to change, probably not in extraordinary ways, but 
in the small details of daily life. It is quite possible that we ourselves may not 
be at all aware of any of these changes, but they will begin to strike those with 
whom we live and work.

We need some quiet time when we leave behind our own words, thoughts, and 
ideas and simply rest in God, who loves us with a love that goes beyond anything 
we would imagine. In the first Appendix I suggest a method of silent prayer. 
This method is based above all on the work of Fr. Thomas Keating, O.C.S.O.7 
It is a method that helps one move from the third phase of Lectio Divina, that 
of responding to God in spontaneous prayer (oratio) in order to simply wait 
for God in silence, so that we will be ready when and if God wishes to bring us 
into greater depths. This method can be a preparation for contemplative prayer 
(contemplatio).

Act

Finally in this book I add a fifth moment or ingredient of Lectio Divina: actio 
(action), which is also important because it moves prayer into daily life. The 
goal of Christian prayer is to enter into an intimate relationship with God but 
this process must have effects in daily life. According to the First letter of John:

My dear friends, let us love one another, since love is from God 
and everyone who loves is a child of God and knows God. Whoever 
fails to love does not know God, because God is love. This is the 
revelation of God’s love for us, that God sent his only Son into the 
world that we might have life through him. Love consists in this: 
it is not we who loved God, but God loved us and sent his Son to 

7 Open Mind, Open Heart, (Massachusetts: Element Books, 1992). For a simple introduction to this method 
of prayer and its background, see Elizabeth Smith and Joseph Chalmers, A Deeper Love, (Tunbridge 
Wells, Kent: Burns & Oates, and New York: Continuum, 1999).
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expiate our sins. My dear friends, if God loved us so much, we too 
should love one another. No one has ever seen God, but as long as 
we love one another God remains in us and his love comes to its 
perfection in us. (I John 4:7-12).

The example of the prophet Elijah can help us to remain faithful to God in times 
that are not always easy. Let us journey together with Elijah.

WHAT IS LECTIO DIVINA?
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The prophet Elijah (Elias) being fed by ravens.
Window at St. Edward the Confessor Church, Dringhouses, York.
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Reflection 1 
THE PROPHET ELIJAH 

1 Kings 17:1-6

Invocation

We ask for the presence of the Holy Spirit so that our prayer will be according 
to God’s will.

Father, send your Holy Spirit to bring light to my heart so that your 
Word may become the centre of my existence. The prophet Elijah 
appeared without any introduction to accomplish your will in a 
complicated situation. Give me the wisdom to know your will and 
the courage to put it into practice in all the situations of my life. I 
make this humble prayer to You, Father, through Jesus Christ your 
beloved Son, by the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Text

Read attentively the following text for the first time in order to get an idea of the 
overall sense and to take in the details of the story from 1 Kings 17.

1 Elijah the Tishbite, of Tishbe in Gilead, said to Ahab, ‘By the life 
of Yahweh, God of Israel, whom I serve, there will be neither dew 
nor rain these coming years unless I give the word.’ 2 The word of 
Yahweh came to him, 3 ‘Go away from here, go east and hide by 
the torrent of Cherith, east of the Jordan. 4 You can drink from the 
stream, and I have ordered the ravens to bring you food there.’ 5 

So he set out and did as Yahweh had said; he went and stayed by 
the torrent of Cherith, east of the Jordan. 6 The ravens brought him 
bread in the morning and meat in the evening, and he quenched 
his thirst at the stream.

Read

What does this text mean? In order to understand what it is about, it is important 
also to read some preceding verses, which sum up the rule of King Ahab. This 
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will go some way to explain the reason for the words and actions of the prophet 
Elijah.

See 1 Kings 16:29-34 on the reign of Ahab (874-853 B.C.)

29 Ahab son of Omri became king of Israel in the thirty-eighth year 
of Asa king of Judah, and reigned over Israel for twenty-two years 
in Samaria. 30 Ahab son of Omri did what is displeasing to Yahweh, 
and was worse than all his predecessors. 31 The least that he did 
was to follow the sinful example of Jeroboam son of Nebat: he 
married Jezebel daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians, and 
then proceeded to serve Baal and worship him. 32 He erected an 
altar to him in the temple of Baal which he built in Samaria. 33 Ahab 
also put up a sacred pole and committed other crimes as well, 
provoking the anger of Yahweh, God of Israel, more than all the 
kings of Israel his predecessors. 34 It was in his time that Hiel of 
Bethel rebuilt Jericho. Laying its foundations cost him his eldest 
son Abiram and erecting its gates cost him his youngest son Segub, 
just as Yahweh had foretold through Joshua son of Nun.

The First Book of the Kings is part of a bigger history; the interest of this history 
is to explain why the monarchy failed in Israel. According to the particular view 
of the author of the sacred texts, the kings of Israel basically were not faithful 
to God. The monarchy tried to transform the Lord, Yahweh, into a national god 
at the service of the kingdom and its interests. Clearly, according to the writer, 
King Ahab, like his father, was an enemy of God and of the true religion.

The biography of Elijah, which was one of the sources that the author used, 
must have begun by introducing the prophet. The author of the Books of the 
Kings omits this introductory part because his interest is to awaken faith and 
not to respond to human curiosity. We are presented with the prophet suddenly, 
in the act of announcing a long drought to King Ahab. Elijah appeared on the 
scene at a critical moment in the struggle against religious syncretism. Ahab, the 
king of Israel, married Jezebel, the princess of Tyre. Her religion was Baalism, 
which was based on the idea that in some way human beings must relate to 
and placate the mysterious forces that surround them. They did this by means 
of ritual and these powers were often personified and presented as gods (Baal). 
King Ahab allowed Jezebel and her servants to continue the practice of their 
own religion in Israel. A temple dedicated to Baal was built in Samaria (1 Kings 
16:32). This was nothing more than Solomon had done for his foreign wives. (1 
Kings 11:1-8). However Jezebel was rather different from Solomon’s wives. She 

THE PROPHET ELIJAH
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maintained 450 prophets of Baal and 400 prophets of the female idol Asherah 
(1 Kings 18:19). There were many more prophets than the queen would have 
needed for her own private devotions and there can be no doubt that the work 
of these prophets was the active propagation of their faith among the Israelites. 
Jezebel was fixed in her idea of substituting Baal for Yahweh and getting rid of 
the traditional religion of Israel.

At a certain point, Queen Jezebel began to persecute the followers of Yahweh 
and had success in the sense that the opposition was forced to go underground. 
But a profound hatred was being stored up in the hearts of the Israelites. It was 
the prophet Elijah who crystallised the opposition to Jezebel.

Elijah then appeared on the scene without any prior presentation to proclaim the 
judgement of God in this situation of apostasy. Elijah announced the beginning 
of a great drought to King Ahab as a divine punishment for his obstinate 
attachment to the cult of Baal. Perhaps it was not a punishment but a sign from 
God that it was He, and not Baal who gave the rain, which was so necessary 
for the crops and indeed for life itself. Baal was the God of fertility and of the 
rain according to his followers. Elijah, with the announcement of the drought, 
proclaimed that Yahweh was God in Israel and only Yahweh could grant rain 
and the growth of crops. This was tantamount to a declaration of war!

The name of Elijah, which means, “Yahweh is my God”, tells us a great deal 
about him. According to the book of Exodus (20:3), God will not have other 
gods before Him. Elijah is faithful to the ancient covenant with Yahweh, the 
God of Israel. The concept of covenant that God made with certain individuals 
(Noah, Abraham etc) and with the whole chosen people is fundamental to the 
Bible. A covenant was a bond that united God and the people. The phrase that 
occurs often throughout the Bible to describe the nature of the covenant is: I 
shall be your God and you shall be my people (e.g. Exodus 6:7). Elijah is the 
servant of Yahweh, the God who has made a covenant with the people of Israel. 
God is always faithful and demands faithfulness from the people.

In the mentality of the times, drought was interpreted as a punishment from 
God for the sin of unfaithfulness. After the description of the reign of Ahab 
with all his sins, Elijah appears to announce the drought as the punishment 
of God. After this announcement, Elijah receives God’s command to go east 
where he will have enough to eat and drink. It seems that the prophet’s life is 
in danger. God has ordered the ravens to bring food to Elijah. According to the 
Bible, ravens are impure creatures (Leviticus 11:15; Deuteronomy 14:14), and 
certainly good Israelites would not have touched them. Some biblical scholars 
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suggest that the word “ravens” might be translated also as “Arabs”. In Hebrew 
there is not much difference in how one writes “Arabs” and “ravens”. Certainly 
receiving food from ravens is miraculous but is it any less miraculous if instead 
of ravens it were Arabs who had fed the prophet of Israel?

Reflect

Read again the text of 1 Kings 17:1-6, printed above.

What does God want to say to me (to us) at this moment by means of this Bible 
text? To help our reflection and the application of the Word of God to daily life, 
I will propose some questions. This is not a test. There is neither one particular 
correct answer nor a wrong one. Your answers might help you to deepen your 
relationship with God. Take whatever time you need for each question:

1. How do you feel, faced by the power of God, as shown by the 
prophet Elijah when he announces the drought?

2. The Word of God came to Elijah. How does God speak to you?

3. Elijah is the servant of Yahweh the Lord. How do you serve 
God?

4. The Prophet Elijah followed the commandment of God to leave 
and hide near the brook called Cherith (or Kerith). What decisions 
have you taken to change direction in your life according to what 
you believed was the will of God?

5. God ordered the ravens (Arabs?) to give food to the prophet. 
How and when have you experienced the Providence of God?

6. How do you feel, faced with these questions?

Respond

What does your heart want to say to God now? What do you feel? Are you angry 
with God? Do you not want to change your life? Perhaps you are quite content 
with your prejudices or perhaps you are thankful for all that God has done 
for you? There is no feeling that is unacceptable. Prayer is a relationship with 
God and every relationship is different. We see in the psalms a great variety 
of human emotions in relation to God. We can find various prayers in Sacred 
Scripture or in Christian Tradition. Perhaps some of the words below respond 
to what you feel.

THE PROPHET ELIJAH
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We praise you, O God:
we acclaim you as the Lord.
Everlasting Father,
all the world bows down before you.

All the angels sing your praise,
the hosts of heaven and all the angelic powers.
All the cherubim and seraphim
call out to you in unending song:

Holy, Holy, Holy
is the Lord God of angel hosts.

The heavens and the earth are filled
with your majesty and glory.8

It is important to give yourself some space so that your heart has the opportunity 
to speak directly to God with your own words, even if these do not seem to be 
as beautiful as those of Sacred Scripture or of the Church.

Rest

There is a profound hunger in the human heart. Nothing is ever enough; we 
always seek something more. Only God can satisfy the infinite hunger of the 
human heart. The tragedy of human existence is that we often seek to placate 
this growing need with what is not God. All these things satisfy only in part and 
for a short period of time but not forever.

The prophet Elijah is the spiritual father of the Carmelite Order in the sense 
that the Order sees in the prophet an inspiration for faithfully living according 
to the will of God. The whole of Carmelite spirituality is directed towards 
transformation. To be transformed means to attain what we were created to 
be, inasmuch as this is possible on this earth. Christ is the prototype of a new 
humanity; our task is to become like him and to incarnate some aspect of the 
divine in human nature. In this way we co-operate in the transformation of our 
world. However, we can do nothing without him: it is he who brings about our 
transformation, but will not do so without our collaboration. Transformation 
is a mystery in that it has to do with what happens in the heart of the human 
being who co-operates with God to become a new man or a new woman, God’s 

8 From the Te Deum, a traditional prayer of the Church.

60050-The-spirit-of-Silence-final-no-hypenition.indd   3360050-The-spirit-of-Silence-final-no-hypenition.indd   33 8.8.2007   14:15:198.8.2007   14:15:19



34

masterpiece. What happens in the heart must, of course, have effects in how 
the individual lives his or her daily life.

The ultimate goal of Lectio Divina is to have so matured in friendship with Jesus 
Christ to the point where his values become our values and we begin to see with 
the eyes of God and to love with the heart of God. An authentic friendship with 
God must be expressed in a commitment to serve others in some way.

There is something tragic in the human condition. The biblical writers call it, 
The Fall and attribute all the problems of the world to human sin. Whatever the 
reason, there is without doubt something wrong, something that ruins even the 
best of intentions. We are born with natural instincts, which, over the course of 
years, tend to become voracious needs. For example, we are born with a need 
to be loved, to have some control over our lives, and simply to survive, both on 
a physical and psychological level. Very easily these basic human needs end up 
by coming into conflict with other people and their needs. There is a profound 
egoism in every human being that, if left uncontrolled, will imprison us. These 
instincts, together with the conditioning that we receive as we grow up from 
our culture and social surroundings, go to form the false self.9 There are various 
ways of describing and explaining the false self. I want to say very simply that 
it is by means of the false self that we seek to save ourselves instead of trusting 
ourselves to God who alone can save us.

The false self leads to misery and to death and so transformation is essential. 
The spiritual journey leads to transformation, which is the death of the false 
self and the coming to birth of the true self, made in the image and likeness of 
God. It is truly a question of life and death because the one who seeks to save 
his life will lose it, but the one who loses his life for the sake of the Gospel will 
save it (Matthew 10:39; Mark 8:35; Luke 9:24).

We begin the journey of our transformation when we respond to God who calls 
us to seriously consider our relationship with Him. We can also let a number of 
years go by, years of preparation for this journey of the spirit in which we must 
try and try again to reach an understanding of our real spiritual needs. Perhaps 
we will have received various “wake-up calls” in the course of our life, various 
warnings from God, events that have shaken us up, that have indicated to us 
what God wants from us.

What happens when we decide to take God seriously? Saint Teresa of Jesus 
(of Avila), in a famous example, describes the human being as a castle, which 

9 See Thomas Keating, Invitation to Love, (Element, Massachusetts & Dorset, 1992), chapters 1-4, and 
Elizabeth Smith & Joseph Chalmers, A Deeper Love, chapter 8.
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is made up of many rooms.10 The door of the castle is prayer and it seems that 
many people do not even get beyond the door. The first rooms of the castle 
are called the rooms of self-knowledge,11 which must accompany every step 
of the spiritual journey. According to Saint Teresa, humility means to “walk in 
the truth”,12 to know and accept the truth about ourselves. Self-knowledge is 
not easy and often we prefer to remain in a situation of profound self-delusion. 
Our vocation is to be transformed by God in order to become like God, learning 
to see with God’s eyes and love with a divinised heart. I have been called to 
walk this road of transformation as a Carmelite priest. Each person has his or 
her own road to travel and life to live. God knows us profoundly, and the state 
to which we are called (married, single, priest, religious) is for us the road we 
must travel to arrive at our transformation.

The false self, which surrounds us like a cocoon, must be destroyed so that 
we can experience the freedom of the children of God. The first step consists 
in recognising and accepting what we really are. If we do not do this, we will 
continue to live in a world of illusion. The false self is an expert at disguise. 
Life in family, or in community, reveals who you are because you cannot hide 
when you have to live with other people. During the courtship period perhaps 
one can present one’s best side, but after the wedding, the other side begins to 
assert itself. It is much better when husband and wife commit themselves to the 
spiritual journey together because, in this case, each will be able to understand 
the difficulties that the other has to face. It is to be hoped that in a religious 
community all the members are committed to walking the spiritual path.

We can surround ourselves with all sorts of excuses for the way we live or for 
what we do in particular situations. These become so habitual and we tend to 
get used to little refusals of what God is asking of us that we no longer notice 
the contradiction. The false self easily persuades us that we are in the right and 
that some proposals of the Gospel do not apply to us. God is always present, 
but we have the power to block the action of the Spirit, and the false self wants 
precisely this because it grasps intuitively that following the Spirit will be its 
destruction. God transforms us by means of everyday life and not just when we 
are engaged in what we consider to be holy pursuits. We have to co-operate in 
daily life. It is not sufficient just to say some prayers or even a lot of prayers. We 
must seek to put God’s will into action in the smallest details of our lives.

10 Interior Castle in the Complete Works of St. Teresa of Avila. There are two important English translations. 
The earlier is that of E. Allison Peers, Complete Works of St. Teresa, (London: Sheed & Ward, 1957). The 
later is by Kieran Kavanaugh & Otilio Rodriguez, The Collected Works of St. Teresa of Avila, (Washington 
D.C.: ICS Publications, 1976).

11 Interior Castle, I, 1-2.
12 Interior Castle, VI, 10,7.
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We begin very gradually to reorganise our lives according to the message of 
Jesus Christ. We leave behind grave sin and this often is no easy matter, but the 
suffering involved in doing so is soon submerged by the initial joy of following 
Christ. As we become used to living a Christian life, there is the danger of falling 
into habit. If we really intend to follow the will of God and to put it into practice, 
we will meet obstacles and the false self will rebel against every attempt to 
attack it. This interior conflict causes difficulties and obscurity. This obscurity 
can be a time of suffering, but if we remain faithful God will heal the wounds 
caused by the false self and will set us free to become all that God created us 
to be.

What are these obstacles? The false self system is based on the lie that we 
can reach perfect happiness if we receive sufficient esteem, if we have control 
over our life and feel secure. Given that we have been created with an infinite 
capacity, we seek infinite quantities of affection, security and control. When we 
try to shift our focus from worldly things to religious matters, also the false self 
begins to move in the same direction and feels perfectly at home in a religious 
situation. However, the false self is always centred on itself no matter where it 
happens to find itself.

We must always remember that God loves us and does everything for our 
growth and transformation. When we encounter difficulties on the way, it is a 
great help to try to see the hand of God at work. What is God saying within the 
particular situations in which we find ourselves? Can we learn something about 
ourselves from our responses to the problems of life?

We need periods of silence when we let go of all our preoccupations and listen 
to the voice of God who often speaks without words. We must be very silent in 
order to discern what God is saying to us. Now I suggest that you take a moment 
for prayer. You will find some simple guidelines for the “prayer of silence” in 
Appendix I towards the end of this book. Another term for this form of prayer 
is the “prayer in secret” in the sense of the Gospel according to Matthew: “But 
when you pray, go to your private room, shut yourself in, and so pray to your 
Father who is in that secret place, and your Father who sees all that is done in 
secret will reward you.” (Matthew 6:6).

Act

Prayer is not an isolated practice; it must have some effect in one’s life. The fruit 
of prayer can be discerned in the midst of daily life, in how we habitually treat 
those with whom we live, with whom we work or those we meet on a casual 
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basis. Saint Paul describes the fruit of the Holy Spirit in one’s life. If our prayer 
is authentic, this fruit will grow within us:

On the other hand the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, trustfulness, gentleness and self-control; no 
law can touch such things as these. (Galatians 5:22-23)

From your reading of the Word of God or from your own prayer, perhaps some 
word or phrase has struck you that can accompany you during the day to remind 
you of the presence of God. Prayer must be incarnated in the reality of every day. 
Inside us we have the equivalent of a tape or compact disc (or mini-disc or MP3 
player for those who are more up to date!). These tapes or discs contain the 
memory of everything we have lived through as well as our reactions to these 
events. I have already said that the process of contemplation transforms the 
human heart and gives us another perspective, which is the perspective of God. 
Before we think of seeing from God’s point of view, it would be interesting to try 
to see the world from the perspective of another person. This is really impossible, 
but the attempt helps us to emerge from our solitude and our selfishness, and at 
least begin to understand why someone acts in a particular way. These internal 
tapes make comments in all the situations in which we find ourselves. Naturally 
these comments are normally in our own favour and against others.

One can use a phrase or a word from Sacred Scripture to rewrite the internal 
disc along with a positive commentary instead of the habitual one. During the 
day, let this phrase or word reverberate within you, especially in moments of 
difficulty or when you are tempted to respond to someone else with anger or 
irony.

Perhaps a word or a phrase comes spontaneously to mind from your own prayer. 
If not, you might decide to choose some word to use during the day taking it 
from the Scripture text we have been using for prayer. For example:

“the God of Israel, whom I serve”

“the Word of Yahweh came to him”

“go away from here”

“he did as Yahweh had said”

60050-The-spirit-of-Silence-final-no-hypenition.indd   3760050-The-spirit-of-Silence-final-no-hypenition.indd   37 8.8.2007   14:15:198.8.2007   14:15:19



38

The important thing is to remember the presence of God throughout the whole 
day, in the highs and lows of ordinary life. Allow your relationship with the 
Lord to permeate your whole life.

The prophet Elijah responded with faith to the command of God. Faith is not 
always easy. Faith helps us to see the world and to react to it like God. Saint 
Paul, in his Letter to the Romans, teaches what is implied in a life of faith:

9 Let love be without any pretence. Avoid what is evil; stick to what 
is good. 10 In brotherly love let your feelings of deep affection for one 
another come to expression and regard others as more important 
than yourself. 11 In the service of the Lord, work not half-heartedly 
but with conscientiousness and an eager spirit. 12 Be joyful in hope, 
persevere in hardship; keep praying regularly; 13 share with any of 
God’s holy people who are in need; look for opportunities to be 
hospitable. 14 Bless your persecutors; never curse them, bless them. 

15 Rejoice with others when they rejoice, and be sad with those in 
sorrow. 16 Give the same consideration to all others alike. Pay no 
regard to social standing, but meet humble people on their own 
terms. Do not congratulate yourself on your own wisdom. 17 Never 
pay back evil with evil, but bear in mind the ideals that all regard 
with respect. 18 As much as possible, and to the utmost of your 
ability, be at peace with everyone. (Romans 12: 9-18).

What do you need to do in order to live your faith in God today?

THE PROPHET ELIJAH
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