Blessings from the leadership team to our friends and family far and near during
this season of Advent!
Our retreat time together as a Covenant Community this December will focus on
the familiar Advent hymn, "O Come, O Come, Emmanuel."
Here are some of the content we will share. You are welcome to print this
material ahead of our time together.
As we check in on Monday, you are invited to share your answer to the following
statement:
"If I were an ornament on a Christmas tree, I would be a ___________________,
because ___________________.

Visio Divina – The Practice of Sacred Seeing
The practice of Visio Divina (Latin for divine seeing) is a prayer practice that creates space to
listen and pay attention to the Holy in our lives. Based on the 6th century monastic practice of
Lectio Divina where the object of prayer is a passage of scripture, Visio Divina allows the Spirit
to speak through images.
Prepare: Take a few moments to get ready. Find a comfortable position where you can gaze at
the photograph. Settle into God’s presence by connecting with your breath. Move your
awareness from your head into your heart. Know that God can be known through many different
forms and images. Be present. Be open.
Eyes to See: Allow your eyes to gaze gently on your image. Let them sweep the whole of the
picture. Notice the shapes and the colours. Notice the lines and the details. Look for symbols.
Notice if there is a place on the image where your eye is invited to linger. Are you called back
again and again to a certain detail or colour? Try not to think about it too much. Simply notice
where your energy is drawn. Notice where you eye is avoiding or passing over. What part
inspires you? Where do you experience resistance?
Slowly become aware of the place on the image that is just for you today. It might be a colour, a
shape, or a tiny detail. Linger here. Be open and present to this.
Open Heart: Take a second longer look. Open your imagination. As you reflect on your place
on the image, what feelings or longings are evoked? What memories or hopes are stirred? Make
room within your heart for whatever wants to emerge.
Be here. Be present. Let go of judging or critiquing. Simply be, lingering here, opening your
heart to whatever wants to rise.
Respond: Slowly begin to notice what being revealed in your seeing and through what you are
feeling. What is the invitation in this moment of your life? In the day-to-day life you are living
what is God calling you to do or be? What insights have you gained? What invitation is growing
in you? What work would you like to do today?
Enjoy: Let go. Rest. Enjoy a few moments of stillness in this space.
You may want to spend time reflecting on your experience or in your journal.
— From Janice MacLean – The Prayer Bench – www.prayerbench.ca

Visio Divina invites the viewer into “divine seeing.” Visio Divina shares roots with the ancient
practice of Lectio Divina which calls for a slow, careful interaction with scripture through
meditation and prayer, allowing a word or phrase to rise in one’s consciousness, a holy word to
be savored and examined. Similarly, Visio Divina invites one to encounter the divine through

images. A prayerful consideration of and interaction with a photograph in a magazine, icon,
piece of art, or other visual representation allows the viewer to experience the divine in a unique
and powerful way.

Try Visio Divina
1.

Pick out an image..., a photograph, painting, or icon.

2. Look at the image and let your eyes stay with the very first thing that you see. Keep your
attention on that one part of the image that first catches your eye. Try to keep your eyes from
wandering to other parts of the picture. Breathe deeply and let yourself gaze at that part of the
image for a minute or so.
3. Now, let your eyes gaze at the whole image. Take your time and look at every part of the
photograph. See it all. Reflect on the image for a minute or so.
4. Consider the following questions:
• What emotions does this image evoke in you?
• What does the image stir up in you, bring forth in you?
• Does this image lead you into an attitude of prayer? If so, let these prayers take form in
you. Write them down if you desire.
• Now, offer your prayers to God in a final time of silence.
By Beth Richardson, August 15, 2012
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Blessings
Several years ago, I switched from signing my correspondence from Shalom…to Peace…to
now, Blessings. In some ways, I feel that this is a more true place of my hope for the person
to whom I am sending greetings. I want what is best for people in God’s eyes, a sense of
wholeness and holiness that many people miss in the Hebrew word “Shalom” that is so
frequently reduced from that global sense of wholeness to “peace”. So, I changed words,
hoping to portray a warmer sense of health and well-being. Sadly, this word, too, has
become so used and changed that I fear that people mistake the meaning and miss it
altogether.
Jan Richardson writes:
“An ancient literary form, a blessings is a distinctive constellation of words designed to call
upon and convey God’s deepest desire for our wholeness and well-being, both individually
and in community…blessings enable us to perceive the ways the sacred inhabits the
ordinary, impressing upon us that every moment and each place lies within the circle of
God’s care…A blessing will not fix us. It will not, of itself, resolve the difficulty we are in or
undo harm we have caused or received. Instead, a blessing is a channel of the Divine, a

profound means of grace that has the capacity to open our eyes so that we might recognize
and receive the help of the One who created us in love and whose deepest desire for us is
that we be whole.” (Circle of Grace: A Book of Blessings for the Seasons, Jan Richardson)
The Celtic tradition, out of which I most often find my spiritual home, uses blessings with
great frequency. Celts are great believers in mystery and often use poetry and metaphor,
particularly in blessings, to speak about the concerns of daily life: shelter, work, community,
travel, birth, life and death. In the Celtic tradition, blessings are words that help us to bridge
the distance between ourselves and the holy, creating “thin places” across which it is easy
to reach.
This is not necessarily the way that blessings are given or received in today’s popular culture,
however. Again, Jan Richardson does an excellent job of naming how American Christian
culture tends to understand blessings; she says: “We often talk about blessings…as though
they are a reward or a sign of special status, a measure of God’s providence toward us.
Much of Christian culture equates blessings with prosperity, health, and abundance.” The
danger of such an interpretation holds a downside, suggesting that those who do not have
money, are ill, or have experienced some misfortune have not received God’s blessing.
“In fact, blessings often work in quite the contrary kind of way. Rather than being an
indicator or measure of God’s favor, a true blessing most often meets us in the place of our
greatest need, desperation, pain, or lack. By design, a blessing finds us when it has become
difficult to perceive the providence of God—those occasions when the benevolence of God
is hard to fathom.”
From September up until Advent, I preached a sermon series entitled: “Unraveled: Seeking
God When Our Plans Fall Apart.” Jan Richardson wrote a blessing that I found helpful for the
series. It is entitled: “Blessing When the World is Ending,” and can be found on the next
page.

Blessing When the World is Ending
—Jan Richardson
Circle of Grace:
A Book of Blessings for the Seasons
“The sun will be darkened…and the powers
In the heavens will be shaken.” -Mark 13:24-25
Look, the world
Is always ending
Somewhere.
Somewhere
The sun has come
Crashing down.
Somewhere
it has gone
Completely dark.
Somewhere
It has ended
With the gun,
The knife,
The fist.
Somewhere
It has ended
With the slammed doors,
The shattered hope.
Somewhere
it has ended
With the utter quiet
That follows the news
from the phone,
The television,
The hospital room.
Somewhere
It has ended
With a tenderness
That will break
Your heart.

But, listen,
This blessing means
To be anything
But morose.
It has not come
To cause despair.
It is here
simply because
There is nothing
A blessings
Is better suited for
Than an ending,
Nothing that cries out more
For a blessing
Than when a world
Is falling apart.
This blessing
Will not fix you,
Will not mend you,
Will not give you
False comfort;
It will not talk to you
About one door opening
When another one closes.
It will simply
Sit itself beside you
Among the shards
And gently turn your face
Toward the direction
From which the light
Will come,
Gathering itself
About you
As the world begins
Again.

Celtic author and poet, John O’Donahue, writes this about blessings:
“The word blessing evokes a sense of warmth and protection; it suggests that no life is
alone or unreachable. Each life is clothed in raiment of spirit that secretly links it to
everything else. Though suffering and chaos befall us, they can never quench that inner light
of providence…A blessing evokes a privileged intimacy. It touches that tender membrane
where the human heart cries out to its divine ground. In the ecstasy an loneliness of one’s
life, there are certain times when blessing is nearer to us than any other person or thing. A
blessing is not a sentiment or a question; it is a gracious invocation where the human heart
pleads with the divine heart…Let us begin to learn how to bless one another. Whenever you
give a blessing, a blessing returns to enfold you.”
A Blessing for the New Year
BEANNACHT (for Josie)
On the day when
The weight deadens
On your shoulders
And you stumble,
May the clay dance
To balance you.
And when your eyes
Freeze behind
The gray window
And the ghost of loss
Gets into you,
May a flock of colors,
Indigo, red, green
And azure blue,
Come to awaken in you
A meadow of delight.
When the canvas frays
In the curragh of thought
And a stain of ocean
Blackens beneath you,
May there come across the waters
A path of yellow moonlight
To bring you safely home.

May the nourishment of the earth be yours,
May the clarity of light be yours,
May the fluency o f the ocean be yours,
May the protection of the ancestors be yours.
And so may a slow
Wind work these words
Of love around you,
An invisible cloak
To mind your life.
Our invitation to you is to:
· Reflect on the nature of blessings and your understanding of them; and/or
· Respond to the blessing above; and/or
· Write a blessing or blessings.

