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Western monasticism rose as an alternative to the societal pursuit of worldly desires such as sex, 

power and possessions. Traditionally this quest for spiritual intensification required withdrawal 

from the world.  A new monastic order for city dwellers today would be an alcove from the 

busyness of life that facilitates a conversation with the Holy Spirit, the expression of this 

dialogue is then used as a memorial or conversation starter with others. The monastic form of 

Lectio Divina or prayed reading demonstrates a way to be one with God and continue “God’s 

historic plan of salvation in each of us”1 for the sake of the world. In this paper, I present an 

integration of the practice of lectio divina, and the prayer of the examen by Ignatius Loyola 

along with contemplative visual art as a new monastic order for today. In this new monastic 

order contemplative drawings will not only assist in thinking, comprehension and memory, it 

will also serve as memorials or conversational starters with ‘others’ around. This paper will 

firstly address the need for a new monastic order in today’s world; secondly give the biblical, 

and scientific context for this order and thirdly elaborate on the rules of this order.  

The Need for a New Monastic Order: 

In recent years WHO has declared depression and anxiety as one of the leading global health 

issues2. Studies have suggested that post-COVID-19 mental and emotional stress is inevitable 

and a cause for concern globally. One of the recommended ways to address this health issue is 

meditation3. While meditation on its own is short term solution, meditation on the Scriptures to 

encounter the living God our Creator is a way God in turn speaks, filling our lives with new 

realism. Meditation on Scriptures makes us aware of who we are, and who God is increasing our 

 
1 Andrea Mariano Magrassi, Praying the Bible: An Introduction to Lectio Divina, (NY: Liturgical Press, 1930), 30. 
2 Mental Health, WHO, https://www.who.int/health-topics/mental-health#tab=tab_1 
3 Meditation: a simple, fast way to reduce stress, https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/meditation/in-
depth/meditation/art-20045858 



 

 

trust and reliance in God. Therefore, a new monastic order that creates an environment to 

facilitate conversation between the Creator God and humans, not only breathes life into the 

participant but also nourish the world around them. 

Biblical basis for this New Monastic Order for City Dwellers: 

This monastic order is based on Joshua 4: 24. By 

way of summary, Joshua had succeeded the stalwart 

of faith, Moses and God reassures him of his 

presence just as He was with Moses. Joshua and his 

people are to cross the river Jordan by a miracle.  

God would roll back the waters and the people would 

cross on dry land, taking with them twelve stones from the bed of the river to set them on the 

banks as a ‘memorial’ “so that all the people of the earth may know that the hand of the Lord is 

mighty, that you may fear the Lord your God forever. (Joshua 4:24) God speaks through the 

Scriptures; therefore, meditation, and contemplation of Scriptures are ways God speaks in and 

through our lives as in Joshua 4. 

Scriptural reflection and meditation have been a part of the Judaic law and practice as described 

in Deuteronomy. We are commanded to Love the Lord with all our heart, and soul and might. 

Deuteronomy 6:6 calls us to meditate or “hold these words (the law) in our hearts”. In the 3rd 

century Origen tells his pupil Gregory, “Be diligent in reading the divine Scriptures, yes be 

diligent… Knock, and the doorkeeper will open unto you… And be not content to knock and to 

inquire, for the most necessary aid to spiritual truth is prayer.” Early Church Fathers were 

diligent to teach the importance of Scriptures and prayer for fellowship with God. These 

teachings were further expounded by Bishop Ambrose and carried into the 4th and 5th century by 



 

 

Augustine of Hippo. Saint Benedict of Nursia (480 -547), often called the Father of Western 

Monasticism encouraged his monks to meditate on Scripture using the practice of lectio divina 

(divine reading) in silence and during work. This tradition was introduced to promote 

communion with God and to increase the knowledge of God’s Word. Guigo II, a Carthusian 

monk (12th century) organized the practice of Scriptural reading, study, reflection, meditation, 

contemplation and prayer into four basic steps of reading (lectio), meditating (meditatio), praying 

(oratio) and contemplating (contemplatio). He called these steps “ladder of the monks” echoing 

Jacob’s dream of angels ascending and descending from heaven4. Each rung (step) drew the 

participant closer in communion with God.  To this ladder of the monks, I add contemplative 

visual art to enhance the conversation with the Holy Spirit and thereby address the mental health 

issues we face today. 

5Drawing: Science and the Brain 

Researchers led by Dr. Myra Fernandes provide evidence 

that “drawing is a robust encoding strategy that can, and 

does, improve memory performance dramatically” (Myra 

A. Fernandes 2018,)6. The multi-level processing that 

takes place in image building enhances thinking and 

promotes understanding as it fires up the logical reasoning and visualizing centers of the brain, 

and expresses the concepts through sensory-motor skills on a given medium. Drawing is a 

 
4 Guigo II, The Ladder of the Monks, A Letter on the Contemplative Life and Twelve Meditations, Cisterian 
Publications. 
5 Matt Orley, Drawing Substantially activates the Brain to Learn and Understand, Big Paper Strategy, August 2019. 
https://www.bigpaperstrategy.com/drawing-is-learning/ 
6 Myra A. Fernandes, Jeffrey D. Wammes, and Melissa E. Meade, The Surprisingly Powerful Influence of Drawing 
on Memory. 2018, Vol. 27(5) 302–308 



 

 

language that helps us think and communicate with others7. It is a way to think in pictures. The 

repetitive exercise of drawing patterns has a soothing effect on the mind and allow our minds to 

engage in other meaningful things. Drawings also make us pay attention. Drawings can be 

symbolic, realistic and expressive. While any type of drawing can be contemplative and facilitate 

thinking, attention and memory this monastic tradition would prescribe to basic line drawings to 

enhance meditation, prayer and contemplation. 

Guidelines for Contemplative Drawing using patterns:  

All drawings are made up of lines. Straight and curved lines can be combined to form a 

shape and a shape when repeated forms a 

pattern. Zen tangles8 use this basic drawing 

principle to create patterns for relaxation. 

However, the goal of this exercise is not merely 

relaxation but relaxation that facilitates union 

with God.   

To the left is a pattern sheet with some 

simple patterns. Patterns have this unique ability 

to relax the body and the mind. The repetitive 

motion of the hand creating the same pattern over and over releases the mind from thinking 

about what comes next and frees the mind to think9 on ... “whatever is good and pure and 

holy...”. Practicing this activity provides a greater freedom in pondering over scripture while 

 
7 Ralph Ammer, TEDx Talks, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqlTSCvP-Z0 
8 https://zentangle.com/  
9 Ralph Ammer, TEDx Talks, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqlTSCvP-Z0 



 

 

creating the artwork. Practice will also increase the library 

of patterns in your head. There are no set patterns, a 

pattern is a combination of straight and curved lines – 

make your own! 

There are two ways to go about using drawings in 

contemplation/reflection. Start with a central image and use these patterns to fill the central 

image/symbol that pertains to the text in focus. Or in some cases the patterns themselves work as 

tools to assist the mind in contemplation while drawing.  The above drawing 

reflects Proverbs 15:3 “The eyes of the LORD are in every place, keeping watch on the evil and 

the good.”   

Sometimes a broad outline of a symbol or idea is filled in 

with patterns while engaging with the text. The repetitive action of 

the hand allows the mind to be in conversation with the Holy 

Spirit about the text. It is in this conversation that the soul is 

renewed. The picture to the left is a visual description of the man 

who trusts in the Lord - like a tree by the water so he can send out 

roots into the water, and not be afraid of the heat. Jeremiah 17:7 

(paraphrased). The tree is the main symbol, and is filled with patterns while meditating and 

contemplating. 

Contemplative art can be followed by children and adults 

alike. Since it is not verbose children are more likely to be active 

participants in contemplating Scripture and finding God. Here the 



 

 

broad framework or symbol is being colored in with patterns and 

colors by participants of all ages.   

The example to the left is an image created by a 6-year-old on the Creation 

story based on Genesis.  

 

Lectio Divina: 

The Latin phrase Lectio Divina may be translated as “divine reading” or “prayed reading” as 

Mariano Magrassi calls it in his book Praying the Bible. This method of Christian Spirituality 

invites the Word of God to speak and be the lens through which the world is seen. The four steps 

to Lectio Divina are reading (lectio), meditating (meditatio), praying (oratio), and contemplating 

(contemplatio). Guigo II combined the previous stages of study, meditation, and reflection to a 

single stage. Guigo compares these four stages to rungs in a ladder that would allow us to ascend 

into communion with God. 

Lectio or reading is the first step in this process. The goal in this stage is to read a short passage 

reflectively. This stage of reading is repeated slowly a few times for the words to linger in the 

forefront of the memory. This reading leads to the next stage which is meditatio or meditation. 

The contemplative practice of Lectio Divina does not shy from studying the Scriptures. At this 

stage (meditation) the meditator is engaged in patient rumination of the Word. Gradually the 

meditator’s focus shifts from concerns of the mind to concerns of the heart drawing them into 

prayer. In this stage, the significance of the Word through meditation is prayed back to God as a 

question or a statement. The Spirit that inspired this text and breathed life into them is living and 

active, still speaking to us through the word. And when we speak to God in prayer, it is because 



 

 

God speaks to us through the reading. Contemplation is the space for the Word to penetrate our 

hearts and minds. This deep reflective thought allows the participant to enter, and engage with 

the biblical passage and search out the truth from secret places. 

A New Monastic movement:  

In the busyness of life today we need to create a rhythm 

for stillness (hesychia). A time and space to connect with 

the Creator and effectively live the day. A monastic 

alcove from the physical surrounding is essential to create 

a daily rhythm. This Christian monasticism is a devotional practice with personal and communal 

disciplines. The members of this monastic movement are ‘contemplatives’.  

Personal Disciplines: 

• Those in this monastery will commit to meeting with the Lord every day for a few 

minutes.  

• They will also commit to being engaged in the world through the work of their hands and 

minds. 

The morning rituals are as follows: 

Preferably first thing in the morning, about 20-30 minutes.  

Begin by deep breathing. Deep breathing helps relax the body. A deep breath in quickens the 

heart rate. Hold the breath in for a couple of seconds and very slowly exhale emptying out all 



 

 

the air. The slow release of air reduces the heart rate. Deep breathing releases endorphins 

which have a natural calming effect on your body. 

Take a couple more deep breaths the similar way. This time feel the air going in, follow it fill 

your lungs, and when you release the air slowly follow its path out. The third time you take a 

deep breath pray a short phrase of praise or plea to Jesus for example “Lord, have mercy”, 

“Praise you Jesus” or “Thank you, Lord”. 

Now follow the Lectio Divina practice. Pick a book of the Bible you would like to read and 

from that choose small sections of 4-5 verses per day beginning with chapter 1. For the 

purpose of this paper let us use Deuteronomy 6:6-9. Before you start to read place a paper 

and a pencil and eraser in front of you. The first step in this practice is reading. Slowly read 

the short passage paying attention to the words.  

6 “And these words which I command you today shall be in your heart. 7 You shall teach 
them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, when 
you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up. 8 You shall bind them as 
a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 9 You shall write 
them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. Deuteronomy 6:6–9 — The New 
King James Version (NKJV) 

 
You could write the reference on the paper. Repeat 

this reading a couple more times. If you get a 

symbol or image in your mind, draw an outline of it 

on paper. Do not focus on detailing or perfecting 

your image. Now meditate on this passage, 



 

 

mentally or physically note the words that caught your attention. Do these words take you to 

other passages in Scripture or other thoughts from the Bible? If you are able, follow those 

thoughts or look up those passages to discern any connection in the usage of the word. Turn 

these meditations into prayers. You may ask, thank or question God about that word. You 

may not always have the answers to your questions. However, this is a process. If you don’t 

have a visual, you can use sections of your paper and fill them with different patterns as you 

meditate. As you contemplate and ponder over the word, the visual, or the text, keep adding 

those patterns10. Close this time with a prayer, asking God to help you stay close to Him 

through the day. In my study, I was drawn to the word “Shema” which means listen and 

obey. I copied the word in Hebrew onto the paper with the image of a ram’s horn which is 

what they would have used to call the people to gather. I also thought of the tree of life 

because the word of God brings life.  

Lectio Divina permeates through the mind and the Holy Spirit uses this submitted will to 

bring incidents and thoughts to the forefront of the memory. There may even be some things 

during the day that would be connected to your meditations on the passage for the day. 

The evening ritual: 

For the evening ritual, the contemplatives will find a quiet place with a journal or notebook if 

possible and reflect through the day. This is like the examen11 that Ignatius Loyola 

formulated for his order. Ask yourself: 

 
10 Ralph Ammer, TedEx Talks, How Drawing Makes you think,,https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZqlTSCvP-Z0 
11 The Examen:A Daily Prayer, https://www.xavier.edu/jesuitresource/jesuit-a-z/terms-e/daily-examen 



 

 

What was good today? What was not-so-good? What could I have done to make it better? 

What were some challenges today? Did I overcome them, if so, how? 

Make a note of these in your journal or in your mind. 

Repeat this morning and evening ritual every day, working on the same scripture passage for 

at least 2 -3 days or until you feel ready to move to the next. You can continue to work on the 

visual till it is complete or leave it for the Sabbath. 

The weekly ritual is as follows: 

• Pick one day a week for a fast. The fast may be partial or complete depending on your 

health and the kind of job you handle. 

• Pick a day of the weekend to celebrate the Sabbath and offer all your works into 

God’s hand for a blessing without which your work will not truly prosper. 

• You may work on your visual over the weekend meditating on it a little more. 

The following is the progression of drawings in my meditation of Deuteronomy 6:6-9 

   

The word Shema means to 

listen and hear spoken to the 

people (men, women, 

The ram’s horn is a call for 

all people to Shema – listen 

and obey.  

The burning bush behind it 

represents God. The people 



 

 

children, and foreigners) so 

that they may have Life (Tree 

of Life ) in the background. 

rejoice in God and His 

presence. 

 

Communal Disciplines: 

The communal rule for this monastic order is collaborating with other contemplatives to create 

the same piece. For example. Last Christmas a group of 4 ladies12 got together and we chose 

different names of God. We studied the name we chose and created a rough outline with some 

notes of our study, at appointed times we passed on our notes and the outline to another person 

who filled in her patterns, and added to the reflection. We did this until each of the four had a 

chance to work on each piece. We completed it and got to study different names of God in the 

context of Christmas. Once the pieces were completed the artwork13 was circulated among 

people. Therefore, the communal project needs to be for the edification of the individual and a 

witness for the world. 

Another communal rule is using the individual artworks created during one’s own personal 

meditation as a coloring or activity sheet for others. For example, gather with other 

contemplatives choose a theme and select a couple of artworks created from personal rituals of 

this order (meditations), print them on a larger size as coloring sheets. Together with other 

contemplatives visit an assisted living facility and spend some time coloring with them14.  

 

 
12 https://artresponses.com/2020/12/12/advent-art-devotional-contributors/ 
13 https://artresponses.com/2020/12/24/advent-art-devotional-2020-el-roi/ 
14 https://artresponses.com/2016/12/12/loving-on-our-neighbors-part-1/ 



 

 

Conclusion: 

The need for ‘biblical people’ who are “impregnated with words, images, and reminiscences of 

the sacred text” (Magrassi, viii) as Magrassi calls us is critical to “God’s historic plan of 

salvation in each of us” (Magrassi, 30) for the sake of the world15. The purpose of the Western 

monastic orders was to create space for individuals to live a spiritual life without the distractions 

of the world. This new monastic order is fashioned to de-stress city dwellers while being in the 

world working out their salvation through contemplation and meditation and offering their 

discoveries to the world around them through artworks. The artworks themselves would be 

conversation starters, creating a venue for the contemplative to give a reason for their faith16. 

Unlike the monks or nuns of other monastic orders, the contemplatives are not called away from 

their daily lives but are required to commit to personal and communal rituals to facilitate 

communion with God and with the world. 

  

 
15 Andrea Mariano Magrassi, Praying the Bible: An Introduction to Lectio Divina, (NY: Liturgical Press, 1930). 
16 Instead, you must worship Christ as Lord of your life. And if someone asks about your hope as a believer, always   
be ready to explain it.1 Peter 3:15 
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