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a guIde to chrIstIan medItatIon

A Dip into history

the method of prayer explained in this book can trace its origins 
even to the pre-christian era. the chosen people of the old testa-
ment appreciated the unique quality of God’s Word, and sought 
to encounter him there. Indeed, jesus himself spent long nights 
in prayer, and the words of the Psalmist can be best applied to 
him: “but his delight is in the law of the lord, and on his law he 
meditates day and night” (Ps 1:2). the first generation of jewish 
converts brought that tradition with them into the early christian 
communities. Pagan converts, many of whom had been educated 
in the rich literary culture of hellenism, quickly learned to com-
bine their erudite skills of textual analysis with a resplendent faith 
in Scripture’s inspiration. but the widespread use of the bible for 
personal meditation advanced only in fits and starts during the 
first three christian centuries, mostly due to the ceaseless waves of 
violent persecution that repeatedly destabilized church life. 

nevertheless, personal and small group reading and medita-
tion on holy Writ was part of the christian Dna even in those 
tumultuous centuries. In the year 303, an intrepid christian 
woman named Irene was arrested (along with her two sisters) 
for refusing to worship idols. While in prison, a search of her 
house uncovered some forbidden copies of new testament 
writings (at that time, forbidding the possession of Scripture 
was a tactic aimed at suffocating the growing christian church). 
brought before the governor for interrogation and asked who 
had ordered her to keep the documents in direct defiance of 
the emperor’s edict, Irene gave brave testimony: “almighty 
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God, who has commanded us to love him unto death. For 
that reason we prefer to be burnt alive rather than give up 
the holy Scriptures and betray him…. they were hidden in 
the house, but we dared not produce them: we were in great 
trouble because we could no longer read them day and night 
as we had been accustomed to do.”1 

once the age of Persecution had passed, this love for the 
inspired Word became the heart of the monastic move-
ment in the christian east and West. creating a stable, aus-
tere community life based on work, prayer, and practicing 
the christian virtues, monasticism fostered an environment in 
which copies of the bible could be made more easily and the 
texts studied and meditated over more readily and frequently 
by a greater number of people (monasteries and convents of-
ten had hundreds of members from all strata of society). thus 
the practice of lectio divina (divine reading) developed. 

In these centuries, the majority of church-going christians 
had only rudimentary (if any) reading skills, and there would 
sometimes be only one bible for an entire parish community. 
this would be kept in a common room, chained to a table, 
rather like telephone books in twentieth century phone 
booths. even so, the Word of God was amply communicated 
in both sermons and works of art, and christians with just a 
smattering of formal education could, therefore, often boast 
of a thorough familiarity with the Scriptures.

1See Alban Butler,	lives of the Saints,	original edition (fi rst printing, 1798-1800, London and New-
castle), entry for April 4.

introduction

trouble because we could no longer read them day and night trouble because we could no longer read them day and night 



10

a guIde to chrIstIan medItatIon

only with the advent of the printing press, however, to-
wards the middle of the second christian millennium, did 
it become possible for average christians to own personal 
copies of the bible. at the same time, the turbulence of 
early modern european life created a social environment in 
which lectio divina as practiced by the monks was less eas-
ily emulated. Multiple new methods (and variations on old 
methods) of meditating on the bible emerged, and the surest 
ones stood the test of time. the common elements of those 
form the substance of what is presented here, and they are 
explained in light of the peculiar challenges to prayer posed 
by a mass-media-saturated social milieu.2

the importAnce of personAl prAyer

conscientious christians pray. their typical days, weeks, 
months, and years are seasoned with prayer – traditional 
prayers, liturgical prayers, spontaneous prayers. they make 
prayer commitments, giving structure and consistency to their 
faith journey. Prayer keeps christians united to the Vine, so 
their lives can bear the fruit both they and christ long for.3  

among the most basic prayer commitments is one that can 
have more bearing on your life than any other, because it is 
more personalized: the daily meditation. certainly you can’t 

2For a more specific summary of contributors to the history of mental prayer, see Adolphe Tanquerey, 
the Spiritual life, no. 665. For a more thorough treatment, see Louis Bouyer, history of christian 
Spirituality.
3 “I am the vine, and you are the branches.  He who dwells in me, as I dwell in him, bears much fruit; 
for apart from me you can do nothing” (Jn 15:5).
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mature as a christian without the sacramental life, just as 
crops can’t mature without sunlight and soil. and the various 
devotional and vocal prayers that punctuate your day keep 
you strong and focused amid the unrelenting blows of the 
unchristian culture all around you. but, as generations of 
saints and sinners have found out, that is not enough.

Without the daily renewal and deepening of your personal 
relationship with jesus christ that happens especially through 
meditation, sooner or later routine sets in. You get into a rut. 
Your prayers get mechanical, your sacramental life slides into 
hollow ritualism, and before you know it, your faith gets side-
lined and you get dragged back into the rat race in some form 
or other. Daily meditation keeps your faith, that pearl of great 
price,4 lively, supple, and relevant. It irrigates the soil of your 
soul, making your sacramental life more fruitful, keeping your 
other prayer commitments meaningful, and continually open-
ing up new vistas along the path to spiritual maturity. this is 
why spiritual writers through the ages have so consistently 
emphasized the importance of meditation, also known as 
mental prayer, since it is a deeply interior way of praying. here 
is what two doctors of the church have to say about it:

he who neglects mental prayer needs not a devil to carry him to 
hell, but he brings himself there with his own hands (St. Theresa of 
Avila). 

It is morally impossible for him who neglects meditation to live 
without sin (St. Alphonsus Ligouri). 

4 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls; when he finds one of great 
value he goes and sells everything he owns and buys it” (Mt 13:45-46). 
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and by experience we see that many persons who recite a great 
number of vocal prayers, the office and the rosary, fall into sin, 
and continue to live in sin. but he who attends to mental prayer 
scarcely ever falls into sin, and should he have the misfortune of 
falling into it, he will hardly continue to live in so miserable a state; 
he will either give up mental prayer, or renounce sin. Meditation 
and sin cannot stand together. however abandoned a soul may be, 
if she perseveres in meditation, God will bring her to salvation (St. 
Alphonsus Ligouri). 

the daily meditation, in other words, is not an optional extra 
for super-christians; it’s every christian’s bread and but-
ter. Without it, your christian identity shrivels. but it’s not 
enough just to do a daily meditation; you need to learn to do 
it better and better. Maturity in the spiritual life depends to 
a great extent on constantly going deeper in your personal 
prayer life. the law of life is growth, so if your capacity for 
mental prayer isn’t growing, your life with christ is in danger 
of wasting away.5 

the Benefits of christiAn meDitAtion

used well, The Fundamentals of Christian Meditation will help 
you discover at least three things:

1.  how you prAy Best. Prayer is similar to walking. to 
walk, everyone has to follow the same principles of physics 
– friction, gravity, muscle propulsion, momentum. and yet, 

5This intensely personal prayer – the Christian meditation – contributes significantly to the communal 
life of the Church. As our personal friendship with Christ develops, we become more mature and fruitful 
members of his Body, the Church. Therefore, although this book focuses on the personal encounter with 
Christ in meditation, it does not mean to belittle the ecclesial nature of the Christian vocation. The two 
aspects are complementary and intertwined.
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even though the principles are the same, everyone’s walk is 
a little bit different. When babies learn to walk, they start 
out clumsy and awkward, until they develop the rhythm 
and style proper to their body type, personality, and en-
vironment. Meditation follows a similar pattern: the same 
principles for all, activated uniquely by each. The Funda-
mentals of Christian Meditation can help you wherever you 
happen to be on the spectrum. 

2.  the Dimensions of christ: (his characteristics, 
actions, words, sufferings) that speak most profoundly 
to your soul. the heart of christianity is each believer’s 
friendship with jesus christ, and friendship is never 
generic. If you read the lives of the saints, you quickly 
discover how each one’s holiness has its own, unique 
flavor – St. Francis’ friendship with christ was different 
than St. Dominic’s, because St. Francis and St. Dominic 
were different. every person has a unique personality, so 
each person will relate to christ uniquely. God created 
you to know him as only you can know him. christian 
meditation is designed to help you uncover and develop 
the distinctiveness of your friendship with christ, without 
which you will always feel more restless and dissatisfied 
than necessary.

3.  the inestimABle vAlue of A Deep prAyer life. 
every christian has a responsibility to become an ex-
pert in prayer. Without a mature prayer life, you cannot 
become a mature christian, in which case you will never 
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discover the authentic christian joy, wisdom, and fruitful-
ness that flow from being fully formed in christ.6 this 
expertise in prayer comes only from the holy Spirit, who 
uses two training methods: 

     First, he instructs you in prayer through the experience 
of others. through the ages, the church and its saints 
have produced a whole library of accessible, practical, 
and inspiring books on prayer. You’ll want to read them 
and study them. all christians who take their friendship 
with christ seriously should regularly read good books 
(and plenty of good articles) on prayer or the spiritual 
life.77 The Fundamentals of Christian Meditation will serve 
as a refresher course on the central principles of christian 
meditation, something you can refer to in order to keep 
your meditation in shape.

     Second, the holy Spirit makes you an expert in prayer 
when you actually pray. You need to dive into the pool and 
splash around so that your coach can teach you to swim. 
and so, if you are just starting out in christian meditation, 
this little guide can help you lay a firm foundation.  

Many christians – even committed, well-formed christians 
– reach a plateau in their prayer life because their meditation
stays at the level of reflective spiritual reading, even when 

6“My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you…” 
(Galatians 4:19); “…to build up the Body of Christ, until we all reach unity in faith and knowledge of 
the Son of God and form the perfect man, fully mature with the fullness of Christ himself. If we live by 
the truth and in love, we shall grow completely into Christ” (Eph 4: 12-13, 15).
� See the Appendix for a list of excellent books on prayer and the spiritual life.	
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their soul is ready to go higher (this distinction is explained 
more fully later). 

The Fundamentals of Christian Meditation is a tool for know-
ing, loving, and following christ more wholeheartedly, which 
is what God is hoping for, your soul is thirsting for, and all 
prayer is striving for. It will review in detail the fundamental 
principles, steps, and difficulties of christian meditation, and 
it will equip you to do a check-up on your own prayer life.

be forewarned – christ never promised that following him 
would be easy. In fact, he promised it wouldn’t. the spiri-
tual life is full of mystery. You find yourself on unfamiliar 
ground when you trust God to lead you to richer pastures. 
often it is much more comfortable to keep doing what you 
already know how to do, like Martha, who busied herself 
in the kitchen when jesus and the apostles dropped by for 
dinner. her sister Mary put normal activities on hold for 
a little while instead and sat at jesus’ feet, drinking in his 
wisdom, his love, and his beauty. When Martha complained 
that Mary was being lazy and impractical, jesus smiled at 
her and said: 

“Martha, Martha. You worry and fret about so many things, and yet 
few are needed, indeed only one. It is Mary who has chosen the bet-
ter part, and it is not to be taken from her” (Lk 10:41-42).
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