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INTRODUCTION

¢ know through archaeology that images preceded

written language. Early humans imaged what they
saw and experienced through carved figures and human
interactions. Often these images had a spiritual con-
notation, generally drawn from naturce itself. In fact, St.
Bonaventure spoke of creation as God’s “little book”. We
read in Pauls letter to the Romans:

Fier sinee the creation of the world his eternal power and
diwine nature, invisible though they are, bave been un-
derstood and scen through the things ke has made. (1:20)

The drawings represented in this book were created when
I was in a quiet, reflective place. Often I was on retreat;
some | wrote when I was living in a hermitage or hiking
the mountains in British Columbia. A few were drawn in
an urban area with a contemplative eyc. They are deeply
personal, and the releasing of them for publication took
some inner wrestling.

However, as a Capuchin Franciscan, I belicve in my heart
in the gift of praying with our five senses. St. Bonaventure, a
Franciscan Doctor of the Church from the thirteenth cen-
tury, wrote a masterful treatise entitled The Soul’s Journey
into God. Put simply, St. Bonaventure invites us to enter into
the mystery of God in creation through our five senses. This
is the heart of the matter of Visio Divina. He introduces
Chapter Two of his spiritual treatise with these words:

Concerning the mirror of things
perceiwd through nature,
e can see God
not only through them as through bis vestiges

[footpri ntsf,

Since the carly church, Christians have used visual images
— whether that be art or architecture — as an invitation to
enter into a sacred place of prayer. This visual invitation has
come 1o be known as Visio Divina, which literally means
“holy secing”. It invites us to enter into art or creation with
the inner eye of our soul. In Psalm 19, the psalmist invites
us to praise the glory of God as Creator:

The heawvens are tefling the glory of God;
and the firmament proclaims bis handizork. (1-2)

but also in them

as he is in them

by bis essence, power, and presence.

[Here] we are led to contemplate God

in all creatures

which enters our minds through our bodily
senses.!

I have gone decply into these words of St. Bonaventure:
that we live in the Mystery of God in creation. To destroy
any part of God's creation is to mar the image of God.

At the start of Advent 2019, Pope Francis travelled
10> the town of Greccio in Italy to visit the site where St.
Francis of Assisi, in 1223, recreated the Bethlchem crib.
Here, Pope Francis published his Advent Apostolic Letter
entitled Enchanting Image. St. Francis was the first to
visualize that moment of the Incarnation in the cave of
Bethlehem. Pope Francis writes that St. Francis, in cre-
ating the first Nativity scene, “carried out a great work of
evangelization” by visualizing the great moment when our

i Bonaventure, 7% Souts Jeuraey wnto God, trans, Evers Cousms {Mahweh, NJ- Panist Press, 1075}, 09.
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VISIO DIVINA AS A METHOD OF PRAYER

n the thirteenth century, a saintly Franciscan nun, St.

Clarc of Assisi, articulated a simple four-movement
method of praying before an object that has caught our
inner spirit and moves us to a deeper place of the Divine
within us. For St. Clare, the focus of her prayer was the
San Damiano Cross. The four movements were the four
promptings of interior grace as she prayed before the
cross. Later awareness led people to realize that these four
movements could happen with any image of creation as an
in-breaking of God’s ‘word’ to us in prayer. This has come
to be known as Visio Divina — holy or divine sceing.

attraction to this image. What is iv in this image
that has caught my heart, my deeper consideration?

3. The third moment is the inner movement of
silence; we are just resting and letting the image
we are contemplating expand in us. Often in this
silence we will feel a peacefulness that, amid the
noise of life, we long for.

God wok on human flesh. The Pope adds that the visual
imaging of the crib reminds us, through our eves, of “God’s
tender love”

Pope Francis' letter is essentially at the heart of this
book, Holy Secing. An carly biographer of St. Francis,
Thomas of Celano, wrote of the eftect of this Holy Sceing
on the people present: “all those present there experienced a
new and indescribable joy in the presence of the Christmas
scene.™ Through our eyes, our souls can be moved to a
deeper place of Holy Secing where we can encounter the
Divine in creation.

So, I offer you this small book as a springboard for
entering into prayer with the gift of your senses. As
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These are the four movements of Visio Divina that Clare
articulated:

1. The first moment is to gaze on the image with the
decper eye of our soul. Gazing holds us silent and
still. It is an entering into the object that you have
before you; allowing your eyes and the inner emo-
tions to linger, letting whatever attracts you to rise
from within yourself.

2. The second moment of the Visio follows naturally
from our gazing. It is to consider the ‘why?’ of my

4 In this fourth moment we realize that something
has changed; something has moved within us.
Are you able to name what this change is? Deeper
awareness of creation, of God's presence in all
things? What has caught your heart? What are
your memories of similar moments?
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And every common bush af ive with Ged;

But enty b wwhe secs, takes of}) Dis shoes®

On the following page I have presented a short method-
ology of praying Visio Divina, which is essentially praying
with our senses. [ invite you to begin wherever your heart
draws you — with wharever image evokes a desire to pray
with the inner eye of your soul.
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LIVE ROOTED IN LOVE

I think that I shall never see
A poem lovely as a tree.

A tree whose hungry mouth is prest
Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast;

A tree that looks at God all day,
And lifis ber leafy arms to pray;

A tree that may in Summer wear
A nest of robins in ber bair;

Upon whose bosom snow has lain;
Who intimately Bves with rain.

Poems are made by fools like me,
But only Gad can make a tree.

Joyee Kilmer”

g9 Joyee Kilmer,™ frees,” Pocrry Foundation, https:/Awwav.poctry
foundation.org/poerry magnzine/poens/ r2z44/trees

few years ago, | made a thirty-day retreat following the

Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola. On the prop-
erty of the retreat centre were many large trees. My meditation
involved reflecting on my roots: in my family, my echnic back-
ground, my friends, my faith journey, my religious community,
and my rooting in God.

"This image of a large tree with powerful roots became an
important focus of my meditation. Decp emotions surfaced in
me, often bringing me to tears. St. Paul's beautiful prayer to the
phesians caught my heart:

. thuz Chrisi may duwell in your hearts through fuith, as

you dre being rooted and ,g'ro.lrmz'w/ inlowe (3:17)

Joyce Kilmer's poem has stayed with me since high school:
“only God can make a tree”; only in God can 1 be rooted and
grounded in love.

Meditate on the rootedness in your life. What are the roots that

have shaped and sustained you in your life’s journey?

Allow yoz:rs'c’/ to feel the gratitude of being rooted and grozmded in
(God s} love.



. COME AND REST AWHILE

He said to them,
“Come away to a deserted place
all by yourselves
and rest a while.”
Mark 6:30

The apostles gatbered around Jesus ...

O ne of my favourite places to go is up to French River to
rest a while with the Lord. This image is one where I was
lost in the beauty of God’s creation. One of the carly biogra-
phers of St. Francis wrote that in beauty, St. Francis saw Beauty
itsclf. Archeologists agree that the first ‘language’ was creation.
Nature is God’s handwriting and his gift of sabbath time. Tt is
a time to rest surrounded by and immersed in the sacredness of
the Great Artist himself. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus invites us,
“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy bur-
dens, and T will give you rest” (11:28-29). Let yourself enter inro
this sacred ‘book’ of God or a restful place that your memory
evokes in you.

Using the holy gift of memory, call to mind a time when you felt
absorbed in the beauty of creation.

Pay attention to the senses that are cvoked in you. Consider how
you were with God in that moment and bhow God is with you now.

i




ABIDE IN MY LOVE

Abide in me as I abide in you.

Just as the branch cannot bear fruit
by itself unless it abides

in the vine,

neither can you

unless you abide in me.

I am the vine, you are the branches.

John 15:4-5

his olive tree caught the eye of my heart. It is in our friary
garden in Jerusalem. What caught my retlection was its
braided trunk, as if it began as branches and through time wove
itself into a trunk. The top branches have been carcfully pruned.
"This became for me a visual image of the parable “I am the true
vine, and my Father is the vinegrower. ... Every branch that
bears fruit he prunes” (John 15:1-2). I reflected on the pruning in
my own life that strengthens and deepens my relationship with
God. I thought about the times in my life when I was pruned of
my pride, my desire to control, my insensitivity to others.
This beautiful parable of Jesus is about the intimate atten-
tion of God with us. God is constantly with us, trimming away
anything that hinders our abiding in him,

What does God need to prune in your life?

How do you take time to abide in God s love?



