February 2023		LOVE	

Welcome to the February Prayer, and the sixth in a series of 12.  Each month we will explore different themes and different ways of praying which we hope you will find helpful as ways in which to encounter God.  The Provincial Spirituality Group in the Church in Wales.

Introduction
The theme for this month is love - a simple, four-letter word – and so we will be exploring some of aspects of love this month.   Our prayer this month is ‘lectio divina’ meaning ‘divine or holy reading’.  It is an invitation to a slow, reflective, personal reading of scripture.   More about how to pray in this way can be explored below.
The word love can have a very different meaning for each one of us.

What comes to mind when you hear the word love?
What is love for you? 
Whom do you love?
What do you love? 
Have you considered that God loves you?
You might find it helpful to jot down your thoughts and ideas if you want to reflect or pray with them at a later time.
The Bible mentions at least four different kinds of love - God’s unconditional love (agape); friendship (philia); romantic love (eros); family love (storge). Love includes every aspect of our life in Christ. 
Reflection
February is traditionally associated with romantic love – we remember the life and witness of St Valentine. According to legend, he was a Roman priest, martyred for his faith in the early days of the church because he had secretly married Christian couples and in another legend, he signed his letter to a friend “from your Valentine”, which may be the origin of the cards we send today. We may never know the full details of St Valentine’s story but we remember him for his faithful witness to the gospel at a time when Christians were undergoing brutal persecution for their faith. This may lead us to pray for Christians today who are experiencing the same fate (the additional resources offer some suggestions). 
In Wales, St Dwynwen, 5th Century, is the patron saint for love and friendship.  Although her feast day is celebrated on January 25t , we can also remember her now.  She was the daughter of a Welsh King and unable to marry the man she loved. Dwynwen prayed to God and with her prayers answered set up a convent on Llanddwyn island (off the coast of Anglesey) where she spent her life in prayer for all, especially those with difficulties in their love life.  The ruins of her church can still be seen, and tradition says that one of her favourite sayings was “Nothing wins hearts like cheerfulness.
Prayer
Loving God, we give thanks for your love poured out to us in so many ways. 
Thank you for those who love us, for our family and friends. 
Help us to be more loving to those who share our lives.
We thank you for your gift of scripture. 
We ask that these sacred words might speak to us and that we might have ears to listen.
We ask this in the name of the one who was Word made flesh, love incarnate,
Jesus Christ, your son.
Amen.
Bible Passages
Two bible passages from the New Testament of offered to be read slowly.  As you do consider what they say to you about love.
The first is from the Letter to the Romans, Chapter 8: 31-39, and speaks of God’s love as seen in Christ Jesus.
What then are we to say about these things?  If God is for us, who is against us?  He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else? 
Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 
As it is written: ‘For your sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.’ No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

The second passage is from the First Letter of John, Chapter 4: 7-10, 16a-21, and tell us that God Is love
Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. 
God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins. 
God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have boldness on the day of judgement, because as he is, so are we in this world. 
There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. We love because he first loved us. Those who say, ‘I love God’, and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen. The commandment we have from him is this: those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.

Prayer of the Month: A Prayerful Reading of Scripture [Lectio Divina]
This ancient form of prayer, sometimes called ‘Lectio Divina’ or ‘divine reading’, is a way to hear God speak to you personally through reflection on a short passage of scripture. You could use one of the Bible passages included above and there are a few other suggestions included below - but do not worry too much about your selection – God will find a way to speak to you, whichever passage you choose.  				

Stillness
Begin with a time of relaxation, where you make yourself comfortable and attempt to clear your mind of everyday worries and cares. 
You may find it helpful to focus upon your breathing for a few moments. Or, you may have a simple prayer word or phrase that you gently recite in order to quieten your mind. For example, a very famous theologian used to say “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so”. 
Ask God to enfold you with love.
Read
Read the Bible passage gently and slowly several times.  
Notice any words that seem to catch your attention, as if they are in bold or addressing you directly. 
Don’t try to determine beforehand what this might be - just notice where your attention focuses, even if this is not what you had expected to find in the passage.   Trust God to bring to your attention the word or phrase he wants you to pray about. Listen for the “still small voice” that speaks to you.
Don’t worry if no particular word or words ‘speak’ to you, this is still a time of prayer to and with God.

Reflect and Pray
Think about the word or phrase for a while. Let it sink in slowly and deeply. Try to identify what it might be saying to you at this moment in your life: 
Why is this particular word/phrase is attracting your attention right now?
What people or situations does it call to mind?
What it might be offering to you in your life at this time?
What action you might want to take, or how may you follow up your thoughts from this prayer? 
Rest Quietly to Close this time of Prayer
Rest in God’s presence for as long as it feels comfortable to do so.
When you feel ready, openly and honestly share with God the all the thoughts and reflections that have arisen during your time. 
Take everything to God, including all the negative thoughts and feelings, knowing that he is always waiting to hear your prayer. 
Let the compassionate silence of God hold and enfold you. No more words are needed. No actions are needed. Simply allow yourself to be loved in a way that feels right to you.
What Next ?
If it seems appropriate, ask God to reveal to you the ways in which the focus of your prayer might influence your daily life. What is God calling you to do? To be? 
You may wish to close with the prayer that is written above, or one of your own, to thank God for this time in prayer.
Other suggestions for passages to use for Lectio Divina 
Psalm 139
John 13: 33-38
Ephesians 4: 1-6

Further Suggestions and Resources
Poems
Love (III)  (George Herbert , 1593-1633), https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44367/love-iii
Let Your God Love You (Edwina Gateley, from There Was No Path So I Trod One, 1996); https://www.mysoulrefresh.com/blog/let-your-god-love-you
Music – Listen or Sing
My Song is Love Unknown  (Samuel Crossman) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HMart4wXsI0
Love Divine, all loves excelling. (Charles Wesley) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qwHxRxER650
Image
[image: Image]https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Angelsatmamre-trinity-rublev-1410.jpg
In this image of the Holy Trinity (by Andrei Rublev, 15th century) we are invited to sit down at the table – the space immediately in front of us is left vacant. This welcome is reflected in a line from Herbert’s poem above, “You must sit down, says Love, and taste my meat: So I did sit and eat”. 	
Videos
To find out more about St Dwynwen go to a signed (BSL) lighthearted video   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ey8AENzT3q0
An explanation about the meaning of the word LOVE (ahavah) in the bible. https://bibleproject.com/explore/video/ahavah-love/
Prayer for Persecuted Christians
Go to https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/  for information about the work of Open Doors and explore  https://www.opendoorsuk.org/resources/prayer  for further prayer resources. 

Next Month
We hope that you have found these reflections and prayers helpful, and they may of course need thinking about and praying more than once.  Next month our theme will be looking at what mean by ‘family’ and the prayers looking at a personal word or phrase to use when praying.
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