
“A marvelous way to enter into the Sunday readings. Often we may focus only 
on what a preacher or a Bible commentary has to say about these readings. 
Both are important of course. But just as important is what our prayer tells 
us. The Bible is the Living Word, through which the Holy Spirit is powerfully 
at work. Ponder will help both groups and individuals encounter God more 
deeply and more fully through the riches of Scripture.”

—James Martin, SJ
Author of Learning to Pray

“Mahri Leonard-Fleckman has written a beautiful resource for those 
seeking contemplative, lectionary-based spirituality grounded in excellent 
biblical scholarship. Each unit includes the lectionary texts, along with brief 
commentary setting the material within its historical and literary context, 
followed by a guided opportunity for reflection, all within a Catholic context.  
I recommend this book to parish Bible studies as well as to individuals seeking 
quality spiritual approaches to Scripture.”

—Corrine Carvalho
Professor of Theology, University of St. Thomas

“Ponder is both practical and profound. Mahri Leonard-Fleckman has created 
a resource that leads individuals and groups in praying with Scripture. With 
a mix of commentary and ‘ponder’ sections, Leonard-Fleckman shows 
attentiveness to biblical scholarship and faith-based biblical study, inspiring 
readers to pray with and contemplate Scripture throughout the liturgical year.”

—Jaime L. Waters
Associate Professor of Old Testament, Boston College School  

of Theology and Ministry

“Strongly rooted in Lectio Divina and Ignatian Contemplation, Ponder opens 
readers to the best of contemporary biblical scholarship and some of the best 
Christian meditative practices for a deeper reading of Sacred Scripture. Leonard-
Fleckman’s attention to the text’s key words offers her audience profound insight 
into the readings, and her highlighting of both Catholic and Jewish tradition 
brings today’s readers into dialogue with the richness of the past. I highly 
recommend this most fruitful tool for a richer reading of God’s Word.”

—Garrett Galvin, OFM
President and Associate Professor of Sacred Scripture, Franciscan 

School of Theology



“In Ponder: Contemplative Bible Study for Year A, Mahri Leonard-Fleckman 
draws on Ignatian spirituality and Lectio Divina to create an engaging model 
for the study of the Sunday readings, attending to the important details of the 
passages and encouraging personal engagement with Scripture.”

—Laurie Brink, OP
Professor of New Testament Studies and Director of the Certificate  

in Biblical Spirituality, Catholic Theological Union

“Our Small Church Community selected Ponder because of its flexibility for 
reflecting together on the Sunday readings. The ‘ponder’ section at the end 
of each Sunday’s material allows us to move from meditation to action with 
the question: How will we live differently after meditating on the readings? The 
commentary providing the historical and theological context of the readings 
is another important feature, allowing us to look at the world behind the text 
in addition to how we personally respond to Scripture passages. Ponder is a 
rich, practical, and easy-to-use resource for building small communities of 
fellowship and faith.”

—Sandra Rueb
St. Thomas More Small Church Community at Yale University
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Introduction

Our Roots: St. John’s Bible Study or “Neighborhood”

To explain the goals and format of this Bible study, let me first 
describe its roots, the community from which it emerged. It began 
at St. John’s Catholic Church, a mid-nineteenth-century parish that 
is known historically as the “mother church” of Worcester in central 
Massachusetts. It is a flourishing, gritty, downtown parish that draws 
a rich and diverse mix of people. Its mission is to serve the poor, and 
it hosts the largest daily soup kitchen in the city. St. John’s also hosts 
thriving devotions, including its yearly Novena of Grace in Honor 
of Saint Francis Xavier, also called “The Lenten Retreat of the City 
of Worcester.”

The rectory next door is a sprawling building that once housed 
priests in the diocese and now provides transitional sober housing 
for men. The setting for our weekly Bible study is the rectory dining 
room, a tired but dignified space. We gather at a well-worn table with 
old, wide, high-backed armchairs. The dining room sits just behind 
the Worcester train station, close enough that in summer evenings 
with the windows open, we have to shout to hear ourselves above 
the sound of trains pulling in and out. In the winter, the old furnace 
pumps out enough heat directly into the dining room to give us heat 
stroke, while the rest of the house remains drafty.

We gather after Mass on Tuesday evenings for one hour. Ours is a 
simple, drop-in, lectionary-based study that regularly gathers five to 
fifteen people. I provide a handout with the readings for the upcom-
ing Sunday and some corresponding notes. Together, we pray with 
and then discuss one of the readings, sometimes two, then offer up 
communal prayers and go on our way.

The group that has been meeting for the past five years, in shift-
ing forms and combinations, is a ragtag community, a mismatch 
of members. What unites us is our faith. Generally, we are Roman 
Catholic. Many of us would not rub shoulders outside the Bible study, 
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excepting perhaps sporadic handshakes in the pews. One member 
(Matthew) called our Bible study a “neighborhood” of bracing ex-
periences and ideals, as distinguished from the “mutual admiration 
and unchallenged agreement” that so often marks the sameness of 
the people we choose to socialize with. “As it is with the neighbor-
hood,” said Matthew, “so it is with the Bible study.”1

And so it is. When gathering each week, one never knows who 
will show up or what the discussion dynamics will be. Lord knows, 
sometimes the results aren’t pretty! Yet we come back and try again. 
We are conservative, liberal, and moderate. We range in age from our 
twenties to our eighties. We are blue collar and white collar, jobless, 
retired, and working. Over the years, some of our participants have 
had homes to live in and others have not. Some of us come with 
mental or physical illnesses or histories of addiction. Our pastor 
attends regularly to prepare for Sunday’s homily. And I, the Bible 
scholar, “lead” the group, but the term is loose. When I am unable 
to make it (which once lasted a full year while I was teaching out of 
state), other members step in and guide the group with only the aid 
of the weekly handout.

Over the years, some members of the St. John’s Bible Study have 
carefully collected these handouts in order to have a full, three-year 
set. Returning to earlier handouts years later, I find myself surprised 
by how much I gain from these notes and reflections, as if they were 
written by someone else. They have become a rich, ongoing treasure 
in my own personal prayer life. Now that these handouts have been 
gathered together into this series of books, I hope they may become 
a valuable resource in your prayer life too.

The Format

To truly understand this study and the flexibility it offers to indi-
viduals or groups, I invite you to use your liturgical imagination. The 
format on the following pages is simple. Some would perhaps even 

1. Matthew was reflecting on and quoting from Christopher Lasch’s Revolt of the 
Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy (New York; London: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1996), in particular Lasch’s discussion of “communities” of like-minded people versus 
“neighborhoods” in which people meet as equals, without regard to race, class, or 
national origins (Lasch, 117, 119–21).
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consider it simplistic, though this perception would be misguided. 
Most importantly, the simplicity of the format allows for freedom 
and independence of prayer and study. First, I provide the entirety 
of Sunday’s readings so that participants have easy access to the texts 
without having to consult additional Bibles or missalettes. Only the 
psalm is missing, not because it is less important, but for issues of 
space. Having the readings easily accessible has proven invaluable in 
our own slightly chaotic parish, where the notion of ordering extra 
Bibles and somehow keeping them together in one space is daunting.

Under each reading are my commentary notes. These notes pro-
vide some basic background and information about the readings. 
The goal is not to lead readers into viewing the texts a certain way 
(in other words, my way), but to invite readers into their own deep 
knowledge of the texts, a kind of full-bodied understanding that I 
like to call “bone knowledge.” Therefore, these notes are streamlined 
to create minimal mental clutter. They include historical and literary 
context, discussions of translation choices from the Hebrew or Greek 
(sometimes Aramaic), the broader contexts from the surrounding 
passages and books, and references to other Sunday readings. In 
these short summaries, I have distilled my own ideas, in consultation 
with commentaries and study Bibles, into what I consider to be the 
most pertinent information for a wide-ranging audience.

Finally, I include a section called “Ponder” that provides pos-
sible connections, essential ideas, or ongoing questions to consider 
from the texts. I have placed these last so as not to overly influence 
participants at the outset of the study; the goal is to refrain from 
reading them as long as necessary. This section, connected with the 
commentary notes below each reading, may be particularly helpful 
for those who lead the Bible study or are preparing to preach.

Together, the readings, notes, and “ponderings” provide a valuable 
yet simple tool for ongoing prayer and study. They also create a sort 
of Sunday missalette that some of our Bible study members take into 
the pews on Sunday for continued prayer and thoughtful preparation.

Union of Heart and Mind

As for the core principle of this Bible study, it is simple: union of 
heart and mind. The study takes the words of Vatican II’s Dei Verbum 
seriously: Scripture, “the force and power of the word of God,” is so 
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great that it stands as “the church’s support and strength, imparting 
robustness to the faith of its daughters and sons and providing food 
for their souls. It is a pure and unfailing fount of spiritual life.”2 This 
Bible study is, first and foremost, a practice in gaining intimacy with 
God through intimacy with our sacred texts. It is to learn to trust our 
ability to hear God speak to us with great love through Scripture, and 
to become increasingly comfortable opening our hearts and minds 
to hear God’s word. We gain this intimacy by full-bodied attention to 
the text, just as love of God calls for the full-bodied union of heart, 
spirit, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30).3 Through prayer and study 
of Scripture, then, the goal of this study is that each of us knows, 
deeply and profoundly, that the Scriptures are “nourishment” which 
“enlightens” our minds, “strengthens” our wills, and “fires [our] 
hearts . . . with the love of God.”4

As a Hebrew Bible scholar,5 I must admit that I find this distinction 
between “mind” and “heart” woolly. There is no word for “mind” in 
the Hebrew Bible, and in the ancient world there was little use for that 
messy jumble inside our heads. Rather, the ancient Israelites were an 
embodied people. Everything was rooted in felt experience, including 
thinking. When we read the term “mind” in our translated Hebrew 
Bibles, the literal term in Hebrew is most often “heart” or “spirit.” 
Sometimes it is even liver, intestines or “kidneys,” as in Psalm 26:2, 
which translates literally, “Examine me, Lord, and test me, search my 
kidneys and my heart.” According to this ancient people, the heart 
was the seat of all knowledge. Our intentionality and thinking, our 

2. Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum (November 18, 1965) 
21, in Austin Flannery, ed., Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, Declarations; 
The Basic Sixteen Documents (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2014).

3. The word for “mind” in Mark 12:30, dianoia, also translates as “intention” or 
“purpose.” Mark’s Gospel draws from Deut 6:5, which translates literally from the 
Hebrew as: “You shall love Yhwh your God with all your heart, with all your life 
force, and with all your muchness.” The Gospel adds “mind” to the list of faculties.

4. Dei Verbum 23.
5. I use the phrase “Hebrew Bible” rather than “Old Testament” intentionally. 

Though an imperfect expression, for me it reflects the reality that this inspired corpus 
of texts is considered holy for both Jews and Christians. As Christians, we use the 
expression “Old Testament” to reflect our commitment to both the Old and New 
Testaments. For Jews, we simply refer to “the Bible” or, more specifically, the Tanakh 
(the Torah or “teaching,” the Prophets, and the Writings).
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ability to follow God’s teachings comes from within our “inmost 
being,” as knowledge “inscribed upon the heart” (cf. Jer 31:33).

In our contemporary world, saturated as it is with studies of the 
mind, mindfulness, and mental training, I find myself leaning back 
into this ancient worldview of the heart as the seat of knowledge 
(don’t tell my neuroscientist husband!). Particularly in a Bible study 
focused on genuine connection to and understanding of the text, 
personal experience and prayer are crucial starting points. This heart-
centered practice then leads to more careful, authentic reading and 
attention. In this Bible study, the movement from heart to mind 
often happens organically, the most thoughtful ideas and challenging 
questions emerging from a strong grounding in prayer. And this is 
not a practice that I subscribe to only with Bible study. I have found 
that even in my own more cerebral, scholarly work, some of the 
best intellectual questions and insights bubble up organically while 
marinating in heart-centered reflection.

The Heart

That said, we begin our Bible study by praying with a Scripture 
text. This period sometimes takes twenty minutes; sometimes it leads 
to reflections that take up the majority of the hour. We choose one of 
the Sunday readings and, without introduction, read and pray with 
it together. Further below, you’ll find the specific instructions that 
we use to guide our Bible study sessions. Here, I’ll describe the two 
key forms of prayer that our group uses: Lectio Divina and Ignatian 
Contemplation.

Lectio Divina
This ancient form of Christian prayer translates imperfectly as 

“Divine Reading.” It is a tool for recollection, contemplation, and, 
ultimately, resting in God. In group Lectio Divina, we begin by having 
a participant read one of the Sunday texts aloud, slowly and prayer-
fully. (If done as personal prayer outside of a group, the person reads 
the text on their own in the same way, though with greater freedom 
to stop, linger, and contemplate or “chew” on any words, phrases, or 
images that come to mind.) As we listen for the first time in the group, 
we open our hearts to the text, listening as if we have never heard it 
before, entering into it with curiosity and imagination. Trusting that 



6 Ponder

the Holy Spirit guides us, we allow it to break open and speak to us. 
After the first read-through of the text and a moment of silence, we 
go around the room and share a word or phrase that especially struck 
us (we say only the word or phrase, without further explanation). Par-
ticipants can always simply say “pass” when their turn comes. One 
of the gems that comes from this group practice is the creation of a 
prayer or litany in the repetition of certain words or phrases as we 
move around the room (again, without any additional commentary).

After this first read-through and response, we repeat, this time 
with a different voice. (It’s important to have distinct and diverse 
voices throughout the process.) This second person reads the same 
passage again, slowly and meditatively. As they do so, we continue 
to sink into the text, digesting it. Perhaps we linger on the word or 
phrase we heard in the first read-through of the text. Perhaps an-
other insight presents itself to us. After another moment of silence 
following the reading, we may go around the room again and take 
turns offering heart-based reflections on how the text spoke to us, 
or we may simply open up the space for these reflections in a less-
structured way, as participants feel pulled to speak.

Another way of describing “heart-based” here is “experience-
based.” In other words, people speak from their personal experi-
ence of the text, saving the intellectual questions and ideas for later. 
Examples of experience-based reflections include what thoughts or 
feelings arose in the person while praying with the text, how the text 
spoke to them personally, how a particular phrase struck them, etc.

This process is a shortened form of group Lectio Divina, the full 
practice of which often includes three repetitions of the same passage: 
the first for hearing a word or a phrase, the second for listening for 
how God speaks to us, and the third for hearing an invitation, or how 
God calls or invites us to live and act. Sometimes, our group chooses 
to do a third reading of the same passage, but I have found that in 
a one-hour period, reading the selected passage twice is enough to 
ground us firmly enough in our hearts and personal experiences 
before moving on.

Further Resources
Casey, Michael. Sacred Reading: The Ancient Art of Lectio Divina. Liguori: 

Liguori/Triumph, 1995.



Introduction 7

Hall, Thelma, r.c. Too Deep for Words: Rediscovering Lectio Divina. New York: 
Paulist Press, 1998.

Pennington, M. Basil. Lectio Divina: Renewing the Ancient Practice of Praying 
the Scriptures. New York: Crossroads, 1998.

Ignatian Contemplation
Some of the passages that we read, especially Gospel passages as 

well as some stories in the Hebrew Bible, are conducive to Ignatian 
Contemplation. According to Ignatian spirituality, one of many ways 
that God speaks to us is through the imagination. The imagination 
becomes a tool to tap into our natural curiosity, to enter into a text 
and experience it in a fresh way, and to pay attention to the some-
times subtle ways that God meets us and invites us through this 
practice. Ignatian spirituality is not disconnected from Lectio Divina, 
which similarly invites us to curiosity, imagination, and contempla-
tion. Both assume cooperation with and guidance by the Holy Spirit, 
whom we invite into the practice. Yet the tools in Ignatian spiritu-
ality are more precise and particular in terms of active engagement 
in and through a passage.

In our Bible study, then, when a text is particularly promising 
for engaging the imagination, I offer this tool to participants in our 
second reading of a text. I invite the group to enter into a scene and 
to notice every detail. I tell them to notice the sights, the smells, the 
sounds, the feel of the scene. I invite them to linger on the people, 
those described in the text as well as those who go unseen, unnoticed. 
I invite them to lose themselves in the scene and perhaps to become 
part of it. Perhaps they become an observer, an anonymous member 
of a crowd, a disciple, or a prophet. As they use their imaginations, 
I invite them to consider how God is speaking to them and calling 
to them through the text. My friend and spiritual director uses the 
expression “daydream as prayer” to describe how the imagination can 
become prayer when we are open to and trust the Spirit’s guidance.6

After the second read-through, we open up the space as usual for 
sharing around the table. Reflections on this Ignatian practice will 
often arise naturally. At times, after the reflection period is over, I 
will ask further questions of the group, such as where they found 

6. My thanks to Rev. William Campbell, SJ, for this insight.



8 Ponder

themselves in the scene, and what insights or questions this vantage 
point gave to them.

Further Resources
Barry, William, SJ. Letting God Come Close: An Approach to the Ignatian Spiritual 

Exercises. Chicago: Loyola, 2011.
Martin, James, SJ. The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything: A Spirituality for Real 

Life. New York: HarperCollins, 2012.
O’Brien, Kevin, SJ. The Ignatian Adventure: Experiencing the Spiritual Exercises 

of St. Ignatius in Daily Life. Chicago: Loyola, 2011.

The Mind

At some natural transition point, our group moves from sharing 
our reflections after the second reading (a time when we allow one 
another to speak, but without responding or entering into discus-
sion) to open, more intellectual discussion about the text. At this 
point, the commentary notes can be helpful as an aid for context and 
meaning. I would suggest waiting until the very end of your time 
together to explore the notes in the “Ponder” section as a group, or 
even refraining from reading them altogether. These final “ponder-
ings” can be useful for ongoing personal reflection and exploration 
during the week. Yet each Bible study group should feel the freedom 
to follow its own format as needed.

As for leaders or group facilitators, you may consider reading 
over the commentary notes and even the final “Ponder” section in 
preparation for the Bible study. Some of the Bible study leaders at St. 
John’s have told me that they like to go into the Bible study unpre-
pared and learn alongside the group (and these are leaders without 
any formal training in Scripture). The most important task for the 
leader in this second half of the Bible study is to keep people focused 
on the text; I have found that when we shift from prayer to “study,” 
a common tendency is to move away from the text altogether and 
begin to speak in theological generalities or platitudes rather than 
remaining grounded in the passage. As a Bible study leader, I often 
find that my role is less “leader” and more “nagger,” whose main task 
is to remind people to allow the text to guide their thinking, rather 
than to place their thinking on the text. My most common com-
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ments at this stage are: “Let’s remember to stay focused on the text”; 
“Where do you see that in the text?”; or, “That’s an interesting theo-
logical statement, but what does the text say?” For example, we may 
like to talk about God as “all-knowing,” but in the creation stories 
of Genesis 1–11, God seems to be constantly surprised by the out-
come of creation (particularly the messiness of humans) and slowly 
figuring out what to do as a result. Remember that theology cleans 
up what the Bible often leaves untidy. Our goal is to give the text its 
space to speak, even to the “untidiness” of God’s word and our lives.

In closing, I hope that you will find this Bible study life-giving. 
Personally, as a scholar, I don’t often have the opportunity to bridge 
serious scholarship with personal prayer and a community of faith. 
In writing this Bible study, I have been grateful for the opportunity to 
do just this sort of bridging between scholarship, prayer, and practice. 
I have done my very best to sink into the weekly readings, to pray 
with the texts and present them as authentically as I possibly can. I 
pray that you enjoy this pondering, and that our great God draws 
you closer through the words on the following pages.

Mahri Leonard-Fleckman, PhD 
College of the Holy Cross 

Worcester, MA
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How to Use this Study—Groups

A basic “how-to guide” can be found on the inside front cover of 
this book, but the following description will provide more detailed 
guidance. Of course, you should feel free to adapt the following ap-
proach as needed to suit the needs, time constraints, and tempera-
ment of your group.

Silence. The group leader may invite everyone to settle into silence 
and come home to God if they’ve been “away” for a while. Remind 
the group that God is always present. Allow silence to take root for 
several long moments.

Opening Prayer. You will find an Opening Prayer on the inside 
front cover of this book.1 You may wish to say this together, or your 
group may choose an alternative Opening Prayer.

Lectio Divina (20–30 min.). Choose one of the Sunday readings 
(the first reading, the second reading, or the Gospel) and two people 
from your group to read. At this point, the group leader may wish to 
offer an invitation such as the following: “In this reading of our text, 
I invite us to open our hearts to this passage, to be curious, and to 
listen as if we’ve never heard this passage before. I invite us to listen, 
in particular, for a word or phrase that speaks to us today. At the end 
of the reading, we’ll go around the room and simply speak our words 
or phrases out loud, without any explanation. As always, when your 
turn comes, you can simply pass.”

Read the text slowly. One of the readers reads the selected text 
slowly and meditatively. The group listens for a word or phrase that 
especially speaks to them.

Share a word or phrase. After a moment of silence, group mem-
bers speak their words or phrases out loud with no elaboration or 
discussion (or they may “pass”). Savor this litany of shared words.

1. The opening prayer is my translation of Psalm 19:15 (v. 14 in some English 
translations).
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Read the text a second time. The second reader now reads the same 
text slowly and meditatively. The group continues to sink into the 
text and ponder the word or phrase they have heard, listening for 
how God might be speaking to or calling them.

Engage in Ignatian Contemplation if desired. At this point, if the 
text is conducive to an imaginative exercise, your group may engage 
in Ignatian Contemplation. Using the method for Ignatian Contem-
plation described above, the group leader may invite participants 
into the scene.

Share experience-based reflections. After a moment of silence, 
participants can share their thoughts and reflections on the text. 
Allow everyone to speak as prompted by the Spirit. At times, it may 
be helpful for the group leader to remind participants to stay in their 
hearts and leave any intellectual questions aside for the moment. The 
leader may also need to steer the sharing away from discussion and 
debate, keeping everyone focused on the text. Allow this sharing to 
continue until a natural stopping point.

Bible Study (20–30 min.). At this point, your group can move 
into the Bible “study” portion of your time together. Invite partici-
pants to move from “heart” to “mind.” Begin with discussing the 
reading you selected for Lectio Divina, but feel free to explore other 
readings if you exhaust your discussion of the originally selected 
text. Your group may wish to read the commentary notes together 
and discuss any lingering questions or insights. Along the way, you 
may need to remind the group to stay rooted in the text (see notes 
above on “The Mind”).

Ponder. Hold off on this section for as long as possible—or even 
avoid it altogether—so that participants can use this material for 
further pondering of the Sunday readings throughout the week.

Closing Prayer. At the end of the hour, draw the discussion to a 
natural close. Invite the group to join in prayer with an invitation such 
as: “For what shall we pray tonight?” After prayers are offered, you 
may offer a conclusion such as: “For these prayers that we speak out 
loud, and for those that we hold in the silence of our hearts, we pray 
together in the words that Jesus taught us.” Join together in praying 
the “Our Father.”
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How to Use this Study—Individuals

For those using this study as individuals, you may find the group 
guide helpful, but the flow will be much freer and up to the move-
ment of the Spirit. You will essentially follow the steps for individual 
practice of Lectio Divina. There are four parts to this practice: lectio 
(reading), meditatio (meditation), oratio (prayer), and contempla-
tio (contemplation). For further resources and explanation, see the 
above descriptions for Lectio Divina and Ignatian Contemplation.

Begin by finding a quiet and comfortable space. Often, people find 
that committing to a specific place for daily prayer, whether a par-
ticular chair or room, or perhaps even a specific church pew, can be 
conducive to regular practice. You may want to set a timer for your 
prayer period. I used to pray in the pews for twenty minutes before 
Mass, so the beginning of the Mass became my natural “timer.”

I would suggest picking one text (or a part of a text) for your 
prayer period. Don’t attempt to go beyond that reading, unless you 
are strongly pulled to do so. Before beginning, open with a prayer or 
an intention for your prayer period. Then begin by reading the text 
slowly and meditatively. Do not try to get through the entire read-
ing! Allow yourself to stop on any word, phrase, or image that strikes 
you. Rather than trying to move on quickly, stop and “sit” with this 
word or phrase. Marinate in it. Ingest it as a cow might chew its cud, 
chewing and swallowing, regurgitating and re-chewing to swallow 
again. This is the practice of meditatio or meditating on Scripture. If 
the imagery is particularly vivid, you might also find yourself drawn 
to Ignatian Contemplation, allowing your imagination to draw you 
into the scene and play with the word or image.

As you see fit, allow this practice of meditatio to open you to pray 
with God (oratio). You might reflect on why you were drawn to a 
particular word, phrase, or imagery. You might reflect on how God 
is speaking to you through the text. You may find yourself praying 
aloud or silently to God. You may experience God calling you to 
a particular form of action or “being” through the word. You may 
simply feel God’s presence.
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The ultimate aim of this practice is to lead you to contemplatio, the 
practice of stillness or resting in God. Prayer is a winding ladder that 
we ascend and descend regularly, and this last stage is up to God’s grace 
that helps draw you further and further into the quiet and stillness. This 
sense of interior stillness is what we call “recollection,” when the mind 
and the senses become quiet and focused on listening to God. Contem-
platio does not always happen. Yet praying with Scripture is ultimately 
about intimacy with God, and this stillness before God, this practice of 
listening rather than speaking to God, is the deepest form of intimacy.

During this period of prayer, you may end up praying through the 
entire passage. Or, you may never make it through the first verse. Just 
remember that there are no set “rules,” and there is nothing to ac-
complish! You may spend the entire time meditating on a particular 
word. You may end up speaking to God about something on your 
heart and mind. You may never make it to contemplatio. You may 
even end up feeling like the whole time was a waste. Don’t worry; 
this is all part of the practice! Even if the prayer period felt difficult 
or dry, like nothing was happening, trust that God was present. The 
fact that you made time for prayer reveals your desire and God’s 
desire working through you. That is enough.

As you finish your period of prayer, take a few moments to re-
orient yourself slowly. You might take a few moments simply to sit 
silently, and to express gratitude for the time. Whatever you do, be 
sure to close with a prayer. In group Lectio Divina, we pray the “Our 
Father” together. On your own, you may be drawn toward another 
prayer that feels more authentically yours.

As you shift from this heart-centered practice, you may be drawn 
to integrate the heart with the mind by reading the commentary 
notes under your passage. I would suggest waiting on these notes 
until you are finished with your period of prayer, though some may 
find that beginning with the commentary notes are helpful for sink-
ing into prayer. You may also be drawn to peruse the other readings 
and consider how the readings are meant to fit together. Or perhaps 
you wish to remain in the heart and ponder further, in which case I 
would suggest reading the “Ponder” sections, which are created for 
deeper reflection on the readings.

Above all, remember that the format of this Bible study is open 
and flexible. How you use it is entirely up to you and the movement 
of the Spirit.
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About the Sunday Readings

As you engage in this lectionary-based study, it may be useful to 
review the types of readings we hear proclaimed each Sunday and 
to have a sense of how these readings are selected.

As you probably know, the Sunday readings are on a three-year 
cycle: Years A, B, and C. You can easily orient yourself to the current 
liturgical year with some simple math. Year C is always divisible by 
three. So, for example, the year 2022 is divisible by three and is there-
fore Year C. (You can quickly determine this by adding the digits of 
the year together and dividing by three. No need to do long division!) 
Once you locate Year C, you can determine that the previous year is 
Year B, and the following year is Year A. Note that the liturgical year 
begins with the First Sunday of Advent of the prior year. So, in our 
example above, Year C (2022) actually begins with Advent of 2021.

You will find a volume of Ponder: Contemplative Bible Study pub-
lished for each liturgical year: A, B, and C.

Now let’s turn to the structure of each Sunday. During the Liturgy 
of the Word at each Sunday Mass, we hear a series of four readings:

1.  The first reading is taken from the Hebrew Bible (the Christian Old 
Testament). This reading is selected to correspond with the Gospel 
reading for the day, so it may come from anywhere in the Hebrew 
Bible. We have no “semi-continuous” readings of a single book 
in the Hebrew Bible on Sundays (semi-continuous means that a 
reading continues from what was read the previous Sunday, though 
often skipping over verses or even chapters to do so). This lack of 
continuity is one reason why Christians lack familiarity with the 
Hebrew Bible. (Note that during the Easter season, the first read-
ing comes from a New Testament book: The Acts of the Apostles.)

2.  The responsorial psalm. The psalm, which is often sung, is in-
tended to be a response to the first reading. Its theme may tie directly 
into a theme of the first reading. For space purposes (not for lack 
of importance!), we have not included the full text of the Sunday 
psalm, but you will find the reference if you wish to look it up.
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3.  The second reading is taken from the New Testament, usually 
from one of Paul’s letters. Unlike the first reading, this reading is 
semi-continuous. While we do not typically read an entire New 
Testament letter, we may read large sections of one letter over the 
course of multiple weeks. This also means that, unlike the first 
reading, the second reading may or may not clearly correspond 
with the Gospel reading.

4.  The Gospel. The Sunday Gospel readings in Year A feature the 
Gospel of Matthew; Year B features Mark; and Year C features 
Luke. The Gospel of John is sprinkled throughout the three years, 
mostly during the Lent and Easter seasons (except in the case of 
Year B, in which we have more readings from John’s Gospel be-
cause Mark’s Gospel is relatively short and doesn’t fill the entire 
year). The Gospel readings are fairly continuous, but we do not 
read the entire Gospel from beginning to end.
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Navigating the Church Year

It may be helpful to have a basic understanding of the church’s 
liturgical calendar as you navigate this book from Sunday to Sunday. 

We begin the liturgical year with Advent and Christmas, followed 
by a period of Ordinary Time (I). Next come Lent and Easter, fol-
lowed by another period of Ordinary Time (II). Because the number 
of Sundays in Ordinary Time I and II differs from year to year (due 
to variation in the dating of Easter), Ordinary Time is organized in 
a single section in this book. 

The following guide will help you navigate your way through the 
year.

Season  
of Advent Four Sundays of Advent

Season  
of Christmas

From Christmas Day  
through The Baptism of the Lord

Ordinary 
Time I

4-8 weeks  
From the Second Sunday in Ordinary Time  

through the Sunday in Ordinary Time  
that falls before Ash Wednesday

Season  
of Lent

Five Sundays of Lent  
and Palm Sunday

Season  
of Easter

From Easter Day  
through Pentecost Sunday

Ordinary 
Time II

approximately 6 months  
Begins with Most Holy Trinity  

and Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ  
(Corpus Christi). 
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Ordinary Time II picks up  
where Ordinary Time I leaves off  

(though often skipping a few Sundays  
in Ordinary Time  

due to variation in the calendar).  
The season concludes with Our Lord Jesus  

Christ, King of the Universe.

Here’s another useful tip: if you aren’t sure how to locate the cur-
rent Sunday in the liturgical year, you can consult the daily readings 
calendar at usccb.org. Each day of the church year is clearly identi-
fied, and the lectionary readings are provided.
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First Sunday of Advent

FIRST READING ISAIAH 2:1-5

This is what Isaiah, son of Amoz,
saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.

In days to come,
the mountain of the Lord’s house

shall be established as the highest mountain
and raised above the hills.

All nations shall stream toward it;
many peoples shall come and say:

“Come, let us climb the Lord’s mountain,
to the house of the God of Jacob,

that he may instruct us in his ways,
and we may walk in his paths.”

For from Zion shall go forth instruction,
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.

He shall judge between the nations,
and impose terms on many peoples.

They shall beat their swords into plowshares
and their spears into pruning hooks;

one nation shall not raise the sword against another,
nor shall they train for war again.

O house of Jacob, come,
let us walk in the light of the Lord!

During the Advent season, our first readings draw largely from Is-
rael’s prophets. This year, Isaiah will guide us through all four Sun-
days of Advent. Isaiah is the longest prophetic book of the Hebrew 
Bible (66 chaps.), and scholars widely agree that it was composed 
during two or three historical periods. The prophet Isaiah wrote the 
first half, or “First Isaiah” (chaps. 1–39), during the latter half of the 
eighth century bce in Judah. The second part, or “Second Isaiah” 
(chaps. 40–55), is the work of an anonymous prophet or commu-
nity of prophets living in Babylon toward the end of Judah’s exile to 
Babylon (the late sixth century bce). The final eleven chapters, or 
“Third Isaiah” (chaps. 56–66), were perhaps written even later, during 
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the Persian Period in Jerusalem (late sixth to early fourth centuries 
bce). Our reading comes from Isaiah’s staggering vision of peace 
and justice in the beginning of the book. Isaiah prophesies that one 
day, Israel’s God will be recognized as the one true God of all the 
nations. From the ends of the known world, people will stream to the 
“mountain” of God’s “house” (temple), Jerusalem (also called “Zion”). 
From Zion will go forth “instruction” or “teachings” (Hebrew tôrâ 
or Torah). All people will follow the Torah, the laws and teachings 
that originally marked the unique and sacred relationship between 
God and Israel alone (see Exod 19:1-6).

RESPONSORIAL PSALM PSALM 122:1-2, 3-4, 4-5, 6-7, 8-9

Let us go rejoicing to the house of the Lord.

SECOND READING ROMANS 13:11-14

Brothers and sisters:
You know the time;

it is the hour now for you to awake from sleep.
For our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed;

the night is advanced, the day is at hand.
Let us then throw off the works of darkness

and put on the armor of light;
let us conduct ourselves properly as in the day,
not in orgies and drunkenness,
not in promiscuity and lust,
not in rivalry and jealousy.

But put on the Lord Jesus Christ,
and make no provision for the desires of the flesh.

Paul’s letter to the Romans is a key text this liturgical year, as we will 
read from it during Advent, Lent, and throughout Ordinary Time 
(from the Ninth through the Twenty-Fourth Weeks in Ordinary 
Time). Likely Paul’s last (existing) letter before his death, it is named 
for the community of believers in Rome, a community that Paul 
himself did not establish. Scholars often refer to this letter as Paul’s 
magnum opus, his theological masterpiece on the gospel message of 
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salvation through Jesus Christ. The letter reflects Paul’s deep concern 
for his people, the Jews, as well as the tension created in Rome in 
the late 50s ce by the various dynamics between Jewish-Christians, 
Gentile believers, and Jews who did not believe in Christ. In this 
portion of the letter, Paul describes how believers are already living 
into the end times. Paul envisions the present reality and the coming 
future age collapsing into each other, for the end times have already 
begun through Christ’s death and resurrection. Light and darkness 
symbolize good and evil, and the “armor of light” is Jesus Christ. 
Elsewhere in the New Testament, armor is a symbol of salvation, 
faith, and love (e.g., Eph 6:13; 1 Thess 5:8). Through baptism, believ-
ers have already “put on” or clothed themselves in Christ, yet this 
reality must be lived into and borne out in one’s actions. Like our 
Gospel passage, Paul uses the metaphor of waking versus sleeping 
as part of his instructions for preparing for Christ.

GOSPEL MATTHEW 24:37-44

Jesus said to his disciples:
“As it was in the days of Noah,

so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man.
In those days before the flood,

they were eating and drinking,
marrying and giving in marriage,
up to the day that Noah entered the ark.

They did not know until the flood came and carried them all away.
So will it be also at the coming of the Son of Man.
Two men will be out in the field;

one will be taken, and one will be left.
Two women will be grinding at the mill;

one will be taken, and one will be left.
Therefore, stay awake!
For you do not know on which day your Lord will come.
Be sure of this: if the master of the house

had known the hour of night when the thief was coming,
he would have stayed awake
and not let his house be broken into.

So too, you also must be prepared,
for at an hour you do not expect, the Son of Man will come.”
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This Sunday, we begin our journey through the Gospel of Matthew, 
which was likely written in the 80s ce. Matthew was a Jewish believer, 
and his Gospel draws extensively from the Hebrew Bible (his Scrip-
tures) to make his claims about Jesus. Matthew’s Gospel has also 
frequently been used for Christian catechesis, in large part because 
it contains many of Jesus’s most prominent teachings, not least of 
which is the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5–7). Matthew’s Gospel 
also contains a unique account of Jesus’s birth that begins with a long 
and important genealogy linking Jesus back to Abraham (see the 
readings for the Christmas Vigil Mass). It is perhaps for this reason 
that the Gospel of Matthew is the first book of the New Testament, 
for more than any other Gospel, it acts as a bridge from the Hebrew 
Bible. This Sunday, however, we focus not on the beginning of the 
Gospel but on the end. Jesus is in the midst of instructing his dis-
ciples to stay vigilant in preparation for his return (the return of the 
“Son of Man”). Like the flood (Gen 6–8), this return will take people 
by surprise while they are absorbed in other tasks and will expose 
their interior characters. Jesus illustrates this with examples of two 
people who seem alike externally, yet only one is prepared internally. 
As we enter the Advent season, the message is simple: we are to live 
mindfully and alertly, always preparing for Christ’s return.
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Ponder

Outside the United Nations Headquarters in New York City stands 
the sculpture “Let Us Beat Swords into Plowshares” (see Isa 2:4), a 
gift from the former Soviet Union. The sculpture depicts a muscu-
lar man holding a hammer aloft in one hand and a sword that he 
is crafting into a plowshare in the other. Drawing from our Isaiah 
reading, the sculpture symbolizes the human yearning for peace 
and an end to war. For Isaiah, this yearning is bound up with our 
yearning for God’s kingdom. Isaiah promises that this vision of 
peace will become a reality, that God is slowly leading us into 
the fullness and wholeness of the kingdom. As you pray with the 
first reading, do you believe that Isaiah’s vision is possible? What 
helps or hinders you from trusting and living into this promise?

Advent is a season of introspection and preparation. Shortened 
days invite stillness as we enter a new liturgical year and prepare 
for Christ’s coming at Christmas. It is also a time of the “already” 
and “not yet”: our Messiah has already come into this world, 
yet now we wait for the fulfillment of the Messiah’s return. Our 
readings from Romans and Matthew call us to a state of wakeful 
waiting, to “put on” Christ, the “armor of light,” in our thoughts 
and our actions. They also call us to remember that Christ’s return 
is not just symbolic or a pie-in-the-sky story. It is real, and it is 
happening through God’s presence and intervention in human 
history. Advent is therefore not just a season but a state of mind 
and heart. We are to be Advent people, living in hope, wakeful 
and working toward the coming of God’s kingdom.




