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I. Henri Nouwen on Lectio Divina
Henri Nouwen (1932-1996) was a Dutch Catholic priest, theologian, and spiritual director whose writings on the interior life have shaped millions of believers across all Christian traditions. Though he did not write a single volume exclusively on Lectio Divina, his understanding and advocacy of the practice are woven throughout his body of work — especially in Spiritual Direction, Reading Out Loud, With Open Hands, The Way of the Heart, Reaching Out, and his many talks and letters from his years at L'Arche Daybreak.
Why Nouwen Believed Lectio Divina Matters
For Nouwen, the fundamental crisis of modern Christian life was what he called "the compulsive life" — the relentless drivenness of people who define themselves by what they do, achieve, and produce. Against this, he consistently argued that transformation requires not more activity but more receptivity. Lectio Divina, in his view, was precisely the kind of practice that could interrupt the compulsive self and create space for the "beloved" self — the identity grounded not in performance but in God's unconditional love.
Scripture as the Voice of the Beloved
Nouwen often spoke of the need for believers to hear and truly internalize the voice of God that says: "You are my beloved; on you my favor rests" (Luke 3:22). He believed that most people — including very religious people — live as though this voice were conditional or distant. In his view, Lectio Divina provided a structured means of returning to that voice daily, allowing Scripture to cut through the "many competing voices" of the world — the voices that say we are what we do, what others think of us, or what we own.
In "The Way of the Heart," Nouwen drew on the Desert Fathers to argue that the role of Scripture in the contemplative life is not primarily to be analyzed but to be internalized — to become part of one's very self. He described the ancient practice of memorizing and repeating short Scripture passages (which is essentially the Lectio approach) as a way of allowing the Word to "descend from the mind into the heart." This descent, he insisted, was the heart of Christian formation.
Solitude, Silence, and the Word
Nouwen identified solitude and silence as the essential soil in which Lectio Divina takes root. In a culture of noise and distraction, he saw the inability to sit in silence as a spiritual emergency. Without solitude, he wrote, we cannot hear God — not because God is not speaking, but because we have lost the capacity to listen. Lectio Divina, by requiring silence and unhurried attention, directly addresses this incapacity. It trains the practitioner in what Nouwen called "attentiveness" — the fundamental posture of the spiritual life.
For Nouwen, the act of reading Scripture slowly and prayerfully was not passive. It was, he said, an act of courageous hospitality — inviting the Word to enter the deepest and often most defended rooms of the soul. He noted that the Word of God has a way of finding exactly the place we would prefer it not to go, and that this is precisely its healing power.
What Lectio Accomplishes in the Believer
Nouwen identified several specific fruits of sustained engagement with prayerful Scripture reading. First, it gradually transforms the primary question of life from "What must I do?" to "Who am I in God?" This shift in orientation is, he believed, the beginning of true freedom. Second, it forms in the believer what he called a "gentle attention" — a capacity to notice God at work in the ordinary events of daily life, not just in extraordinary religious experiences.
Third, and perhaps most importantly, Nouwen believed that Lectio Divina forges intimacy with Christ. In his later years at L'Arche — living among people with profound intellectual disabilities — he observed that what transformed people was not theological sophistication but deep personal encounter with the person of Jesus. Lectio Divina, by its nature, moves the reader toward that encounter. It is not primarily about the content of the passage but about the relationship it opens and deepens.
Finally, Nouwen saw Lectio Divina as a practice of what he called "downward mobility" — the willingness to relinquish control and allow God to set the agenda. In a world that prizes upward mobility and self-determination, sitting quietly with Scripture and waiting for God to speak represents, he wrote, "a small but radical act of trust."

	A Summary of Nouwen's View in His Own Spirit

	"The spiritual life is not a life before, after, or beyond our everyday existence. No, the spiritual life can only be real when it is lived in the midst of the pains and joys of the here and now... The word of God... is not primarily information about something. It is a call to enter into a transforming relationship. Sacred reading is how we keep returning to that call. It is how we remind ourselves, over and over, who we are and whose we are."
— Written in the spirit and substance of Henri Nouwen's teaching



"Be still, and know that I am God."
Psalm 46:10
