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Word	Made	Flesh:	Scripture	(Matthew	13.	1-9)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	
The	practice	of	Sabbath	invites	us	to	reflect	on	the	rhythm	of	our	lives,	and	

particularly	our	rhythms	of	work	and	rest,	action	and	contemplation.	But	in	Jewish	

Law,	this	practice	of	Sabbath	did	not	stand	alone.	It	was	part	of	a	larger	rhythm	or	

pattern	of	life	designed	to	form	awareness	of	God	in	all	things.	How	you	use	your	

time	and	money,	what	you	eat	or	refrain	from	eating,	when	and	how	you	pray,	how	

you	relate	to	your	possessions,	to	others	(especially	the	most	vulnerable)	and	to	the	

land	–	in	the	Jewish	Law	every	part	of	individual	and	corporate	life	was	connected	to	

the	practice	of	the	presence	of	God.	In	this	tradition,	observing	the	Law	wasn’t	about	

discharging	an	arbitrary	set	of	requirements;	it	was	about	embodying	God’s	way	of	

being,	weaving	love	of	God	and	neighbour	into	the	warp	and	weft	of	daily	life.	

	 Last	week,	I	said	that	many	monastic	communities	have	developed	‘rules	of	

life’	which	function	in	the	same	kind	of	way.	In	this	Sabbath	month,	I’m	proposing	to	

explore	elements	of	a	contemporary	rule	of	life,	wondering	if	and	how	its	rhythms	

and	patterns	might	speak	to	us,	both	individually	and	as	a	community.	My	reflections	

are	inspired	by	the	work	of	Richard	Carter	and	the	Nazareth	community	in	London.	

So	let	me	begin	by	introducing	them.	

	 Richard	Carter	is	an	Anglican	priest	at	St	Martin	in	the	Fields	in	Trafalgar	

Square.	I	had	the	privilege	of	meeting	him	a	couple	of	years	ago	in	London,	through	

our	shared	connection	with	the	World	Community	for	Christian	Meditation.	Prior	to	

being	in	London,	Richard	had	been	a	member	of	the	Melanesian	Brotherhood	in	the	

Solomon	Islands	for	fifteen	years.	Of	that	time	in	his	life,	Richard	writes:	‘Stripped	of	

many	of	the	material	appendages	of	the	West,	I	had	learnt	to	become	attentive	to	

the	wonder	of	God:	the	day,	the	night,	the	heat,	the	rain,	the	vastness	of	the	sea,	the	
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reality	of	death,	the	fellowship	of	my	community’.1	But	when	he	returned	to	London,	

it	seemed	that	deep	and	continuous	sense	of	presence	disappeared.	‘In	my	life	in	

Melanesia	I	had	been	constantly	aware	of	the	mystery	of	life	and	God	present	in	all	

things	…	In	London,	I	felt	I	had	lost	connectedness’.	Although,	he	said,	he	loved	much	

of	what	he	did,	‘Every	moment	of	the	day	was	filled	with	stuff	from	the	time	I	woke	

up	to	the	time	I	went	to	sleep	…	I	felt	that	if	I	slowed	down,	all	the	plates	I	was	trying	

to	spin	at	the	same	time	would	come	crashing	down	around	me.	What	I	was	missing	

was	the	experience	of	being	attentive	to	the	love	of	God,	and	being	recharged	by	it’.2	

	 Seeking	reconnection,	Richard	went	on	retreat,	wondering	whether	his	calling	

was	to	return	to	the	simplicity	of	monastic	life.	But	then,	he	says,	in	the	silence,	‘I	felt	

that	the	voice	of	God	within	me	was	saying:	“The	city	is	your	monastery”.	Or	perhaps	

even	more	distinctly,	“St	Martin’s	is	your	monastery”.	At	this	present	time,	this	is	the	

place	of	need:	those	…	doors	opening	on	to	Trafalgar	Square	through	which	the	

needs	of	the	modern	world	come	in	and	also	flow	out.	It	is	here	in	the	centre	of	the	

city	that	you	must	continue	to	seek	God’.3	So	Richard	returned	to	St	Martin’s	and	

now	his	quest	was	to	‘seek	the	wellspring	in	the	place	where	the	water	is	needed	by	

so	many’,	and	to	enable	a	community	capable	of	enfleshing	God’s	presence	in	the	

busy,	anxious,	sometimes	violent	midst	of	things,	to	become	(as	he	put	it)	‘an	oasis	of	

the	Spirit’	–	a	bit	like	our	Benedictus	Waterhole	seeks	to	be.		

And	yet,	he	asked,	‘How	can	I	or	others	do	this?’	without	ourselves	running	

dry.	His	response:	‘The	good	news	is	that	we	do	not	do	this.	We	simply	prepare	the	

space	for	God	to	be	with	us.	We	create	a	sacred	space,	a	Nazareth	in	the	centre	of	

the	city	–	the	pattern	that	allows	us	to	be	present’.	Nazareth,	as	you	know,	is	the	

place	Jesus	grew	up	and	lived	what	has	been	called	‘the	hidden	90	per	cent’	of	his	

life.	It	symbolises	a	place	of	formation,	a	place	of	listening	and	obedience,	a	place	of	

growth	and	becoming.	Richard	writes:	‘In	Nazareth,	Jesus	lived	his	message	before	

he	spoke	it.	His	message	was	his	life.	If	we	are	to	be	the	disciples	of	Christ,	we	also	

																																																								
1	Richard	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery:	A	contemporary	rule	of	life	(Norwich:	Canterbury	Press,	2019),	
p.xxi.	
2	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery,	pp.xxi-xxii.	
3	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery,	pp.xxii-xxiii.	
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need	a	Nazareth	time:	the	time	to	let	the	seed	that	Christ	sows	find	good	soil	and	

grow	in	us’.4		

Nazareth,	then,	is	not	just	a	place.	It’s	a	pattern	of	living,	a	rule	of	life,	which	

allows	God	to	become	incarnate	within	and	among	us.	Richard	says	the	rule	of	his	

Nazareth	Community	‘is	still	emerging.	We	began	with	silence	and	listening	deeply’.	

Out	of	that	listening	emerged	7Ss	which	structure	the	whole:	Silence,	Service,	

Scripture,	Sacrament,	Sharing,	Sabbath	and	Staying	With.	He	writes:	‘Each	of	the	7Ss	

is	one	of	the	roots	to	our	life	as	a	community.	When	all	the	roots	work	together,	it	is	

earthed,	nourished	and	able	to	flourish’.5		

	 As	it	happens,	I	think	these	7Ss	are	also	profoundly	formative	of	our	life	

together	at	Benedictus.	We’ve	reflected	often,	for	example,	about	the	significance	of	

our	intentional	practice	of	silence	and	Sabbath,	while	we	all	experience	how	integral	

is	the	sharing	of	our	lives	with	each	other,	enabled	by	informal	conversations	and	

suppers,	as	well	as	more	structured	times	of	sharing	at	retreats,	in	home	groups,	in	

gatherings	like	Tuesday	lunch,	Spiritual	Practice,	L’Chaim,	Simply	Alive,	Authentic	

Selving,	Walking	Group	and	many	others.	The	other	4Ss	–	Scripture,	Service,	

Sacrament	and	Staying	With	–	are	also	integral	to	our	life	and	growth	as	a	

community.	And	yet	as	we	bring	these	into	conversation	with	the	idea	of	a	‘rule	of	

life’,	I	sense	we	could	deepen	our	awareness	of	their	significance	for	us.	So	these	are	

the	elements	I’ll	focus	on	a	little	more	in	coming	weeks,	starting	now	with	some	brief	

remarks	about	the	practice	of	reading	Scripture.		

	 According	to	the	Nazareth	rule:	‘The	daily	contemplation	of	scripture	

nourishes	our	relationship	with	God	and	one	another’.	In	my	experience,	however,	

the	question	of	engaging	Scripture	in	community	can	be	fraught.	Some	of	you	have	

had	a	decades	long	practice	of	daily	bible	reading	and	been	profoundly	nourished	by	

it,	but	others	have	had	almost	no	introduction	to	the	bible	and	feel	ill-equipped	even	

to	begin	encountering	it.	Some	of	us	have	experienced	biblical	texts	being	wielded	

against	us	as	a	kind	of	weapon,	whether	on	account	of	our	sexuality	or	some	other	

																																																								
4	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery,	p.xxiv.	
5	https://www.nazareth.community/the-7-ss	
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supposed	‘transgression’,	while	some	have	just	been	baffled	by	a	profoundly	

unfamiliar,	at	times	even	repellent,	thought	world	and	wonder	what	on	earth	its	

contemporary	relevance	could	be.		

Richard	Carter	says:	‘I	always	feel	a	bit	of	trepidation	when	someone	asks	me	

for	a	Bible	in	this	church.	People	who	are	homeless,	people	who	are	going	through	a	

hard	time	or	grief,	or	those	in	need	of	consolation	often	ask	for	a	Bible.	I	feel	

trepidation	because	I	know	what	a	difficult	book	it	is	to	navigate’.6	I	strongly	identify	

with	this	feeling	of	trepidation	in	recommending	its	wholesale	reading!!	And	yet,	in	

this	sacred	text,	through	the	stories	of	Jesus’	teaching	and	action,	in	the	travail	and	

testimony	of	the	prophets,	the	literature	of	the	wisdom	tradition,	and	the	record	of	

the	chequered,	ambiguous,	yearning	history	of	God’s	people	down	the	centuries,	

generations	have	encountered	God	and	come	to	hear	a	Word	of	life.	Our	tradition	

proclaims	that	Scripture	is	a	gift	of	God,	part	of	the	way	God	communicates	and	

reveals	God’s	self,	if	only	we	will	open	ourselves	to	it.	It	seems	to	me,	too,	that	

Scripture	is	part	of	our	answerability	to	a	truth	that	exceeds	our	current	

imaginations.	It	calls	us	beyond	ourselves.	So	how	do	we	learn	to	become	receptive	

to	its	gift?	

Partly	it	is	about	learning.	We	must	hear	Scripture	interpreted	in	the	context	

of	worship,	engage	with	scholarship	or	commentary	to	discover	more	about	the	

context	of	particular	passages	and	the	issues	to	which	it’s	addressed.	But	we	can’t	all	

become	biblical	scholars	and	we	don’t	have	to.	Because	the	most	essential	thing,	as	

Richard	Carter	puts	it,	is	‘to	learn	to	enter	into	the	Scriptures	ourselves,	both	as	

individuals	and	as	a	community’.7	And	this	requires	a	contemplative	approach.	St	

Paul	speaks	of	letting	‘the	word	of	Christ	dwell	in	you	richly’.	Not	impatiently	

snatching	at	meaning	or	dismissing	what	we	don’t	find	immediately	conducive,	but	

coming	humbly,	open-heartedly,	generously	to	what	is	given;	listening	with	the	ear	

of	the	heart	as	well	as	our	critical	intelligence;	willing	to	bear	with	unknowing	and	

incomprehension	while	trusting	in	the	promise	of	fuller	illumination.		

																																																								
6	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery,	p.98.	
7	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery,	p.100.	
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Richard	Carter	suggests	dwelling	with	God’s	word	each	day,	‘allowing	it	to	

permeate	your	concerns,	your	darkness,	your	desires,	your	past,	your	becoming’.8	

One	powerful	way	of	doing	this	is	through	the	form	of	prayerful	reading	called	lectio	

divina.	You	read	a	passage	slowly,	becoming	present	to	it,	letting	it	settle	quietly.	You	

read	it	again,	listening	for	a	word	or	phrase	that	seems	to	speak	to	you.	It	could	be	

something	that	touches	or	inspires	you;	it	could	be	something	that	troubles	or	

puzzles	you,	that	you	find	yourself	reacting	to.	These	are	the	words	you	should	

meditate	upon,	bring	into	conversation	with	your	experience	and	prayer.		

Lectio	is	about	ever	deepening	listening.	It	can	be	practised	alone	and	in	

community,	and	over	time,	it	affects,	not	only	our	sensing	of	the	word	of	God	in	

Scripture	but	enlarges	our	capacity	to	hear	the	word	of	God	in	the	‘book	of	nature’	

and	in	human	life.	In	this	prayerful	reading	of	the	bible,	says	Richard,	we	enact	the	

trust	that	‘God	is	addressing	[us]	through	this	text’	and	‘discover	again	and	again	how	

the	Scriptures	need	to	be	completed	in	the	story	of	our	own	lives’.	For	this	reason,	

reading	Scripture	is	a	powerful	practice	for	allowing	God	to	take	flesh	in	us,	here	and	

now.	So,	let	me	conclude	with	an	invitation	to	listen	again	for	the	word	of	God	to	you	

in	our	reading	tonight.	

‘That	same	day	Jesus	went	out	of	the	house	and	sat	beside	the	lake.	Such	

great	crowds	gathered	around	him	that	he	got	into	a	boat	and	sat	there,	while	the	

whole	crowd	stood	on	the	beach.	And	he	told	them	many	things	in	parables,	saying:	

‘Listen!	A	sower	went	out	to	sow.	And	as	he	sowed,	some	seeds	fell	on	the	path,	and	

the	birds	came	and	ate	them	up.	Other	seeds	fell	on	rocky	ground,	where	they	did	

not	have	much	soil,	and	they	sprang	up	quickly,	since	they	had	no	depth	of	soil.	But	

when	the	sun	rose,	they	were	scorched;	and	since	they	had	no	root,	they	withered	

away.	Other	seeds	fell	among	thorns,	and	the	thorns	grew	up	and	choked	them.	

Other	seeds	fell	on	good	soil	and	brought	forth	grain,	some	a	hundredfold,	some	

sixty,	some	thirty.	Let	anyone	with	ears,	listen!’	

	

	

																																																								
8	Carter,	The	City	is	my	Monastery,	p.98.	


