
  Landscapes of the Soul 
  Small Group Study 2015 
 

Session 1: Introduction & The Desert 
The Place of Breakthrough 

Preparing the Space 
You may wish to create an “altar-table” with a brown cloth 
representing the desert and/or a tray of sand. Light a candle if you 
would like. 

Welcome and Check in 
This is a time for participants to check in, make themselves present to 
the group and share how they are. There is no cross-talk or 
discussion. As leader, start with yourself and go around the circle. If 
the group does not know each other well, begin by sharing names. 

The place where we grew up influences the whole of our life. Our 
spirituality is rooted in our sense of place. Our longings, the sounds 
that comfort us, our inspiration is often rooted in our sense of place. 
Invite participants to describe the landscape of their childhood. 

Breath Prayer 
The Breath prayer is a tradition rooted in the experience of the Desert 
Fathers and Mothers of the 3rd century. They fled the cities for a life 
of solitude in the desert. They wrote little, but quotes and stories give 
us a glimpse into their desert spirituality. The breath prayer was a 
short verse, often drawn from scripture, spoken on the breath and 
repeated as they went about their work. It is a practice for everyday 
living. 

Here is a practice for this week (based on Isaiah 35:4) 
On the in-breath pray:    Be strong. 
On the out-breath pray: Do not fear. 
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PLANNING YOUR SESSION 

Gather items to create your 
space: brown cloth, tray of sand/
or picture of a desert, a candle.  

You will need a Bible. You might 
want to explore different 
translations at 
www.biblegateway.com 

Download Audio Recording #1 
to your laptop or device to play 
to the group. You may need 
speakers. 

Download/print  the Audio 
Script for participants who need 
a print copy of the Recording. 

Download/print the Participant 
Sheet for each one. This sheet 
has questions and the Spiritual 
Practice. 

The Spiritual Practice has a 
Group Practice and a “Take it 
Outside” choice. You may 
decide to go outdoors with the 
group. Or participants may 
practice outside during the 
week. 

The session is designed for one 
hour but you can adapt for a 
longer or shorter time.  

http://www.biblegateway.com
http://www.prayerbench.ca
http://www.biblegateway.com


Listening to the Audio Recording: Entering the Desert Landscape 
Before listening to the Audio Recording #1, you may wish to ask the group if they want 3-5 
minutes of silence at the end of the recording for journaling or jotting down notes. 

Paths to Explore 
Choose a few questions most relevant to your group or invite participants to respond to a 
question of their choice. The questions are also on the Participant Sheet. 

1. What did you hear in the Audio Recording that stood out for you? 
2. In what ways have you experienced land as “fifth gospel” revealing something of Jesus, 

God or the Spirit to you? How do you read the “Book of Nature?” 
3. What “thin places” have you visited - faraway or in your own backyard? What makes a 

“thin place?” 
4. What compels a desert journey? (In your own life or in the life of a faith community.) 
5. Janice says: “The desert is not a dry and barren landscape but a thin place of 

breakthrough.” What do you think about this? Are there gifts the desert offered to you? 
To your faith community?  

6. Read: Deuteronomy 32:10-14. Invite the participants to notice what they feel as they 
listen to the images. As you reflect on a desert time in your life, what sustained you and 
gave you hope? Often we only notice what sustained us after we pass through the desert 
and are safe on the other side. In the midst of a desert time, what practices help you keep 
on keeping on? 

Spiritual Practice: The Practice of Silence 

Group Practice:  
“In times of too few choices and times of too many choices, we are called to wait, to look, to 
listen, and in this stillness comes a way.” (Janice MacLean) The desert invites quiet waiting. 
As a group, take five minutes (more or less!) to be in silence. You might want to enter into 
silence by inviting people to get comfortable in their chair, close their eyes if that is 
comfortable, and pay attention to their breath. Say: There is nothing you need to do. This is a 
time to rest and listen. [TIME OF SILENCE] At the end of the silence you might wish to ask: 
What gifts or struggles come in the silence? 

Take it Outside: Go outside and practice attending to silence in the landscape around you. 
What do you hear as you are quiet? What do you notice about how you listen? 

Closing  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Closing 

You may wish to share this poem by the medieval mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg called 
“The Desert Has Many Teachings.”  The link to the poem is in the RESOURCE section of the 
Landscape Webpage.  

http://www.poetseers.org/spiritual-and-devotional-poets/christian/mechthild-of-
magdeburg/poems/desert/ 

Alternatively, you may want to invite participants to form a circle and offer prayer, spoken or 
in silence, for places or species calling for care in creation.  
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