Be Still and Know #4

“The Lost Art of Meditation”
selected Scripture

Do you ever think back to Christians of previous generations and think, “Why do they seem more spiritual than people today…more spiritual than me? What was their secret?” We have the advantages of archaeological discoveries shedding light on the ancient world, older manuscripts of the Scriptures that take us closer to the original writings, and technological advances that enhance our study. So what are we missing?

Chuck Swindoll observes, “The lost art of the [twenty-first] century is, in my opinion, meditation. We Americans are masters when it comes to activity…and entertainment…and planning…and preoccupation—but meditation? Forget it!”
 Many of us, including Christians, when we hear the words, “meditate” or “meditation,” we think to ourselves, “ooo-OOO-ooo! That sounds like mysticism or something weird!” As we will see in a moment, there is also an unhealthy form of meditation that is growing in popularity in our culture.

But culture is not the only enemy of meditation. These days our Adversary majors in three things: noise, hurry and crowds. If he can keep us engaged in “muchness” and “manyness,” he will rest satisfied. Psychiatrist Carl Jung once remarked, “Hurry is not of the Devil; it is the Devil.”

Over the past few weeks we have been considering the concept of “Be Still and Know,” based on Psalm 46:10, “Be still and know that I am God.” We have considered the importance of silence and stillness, of listening for the voice of God, and of praying the words of Scripture. This evening I want to continue in that same vein, specifically looking at the concept of meditation—meditating on God’s Word.

In everyday use the word, “meditate” simply means, “contemplate, reflect on, or consider at length.”
 Many people outside of Christianity practice meditation. As we will see, several Eastern religions espouse the idea of meditation, and this is becoming more and more acceptable in our culture, and even in the church. Yet such meditation can be harmful. What determines the value of meditation? The focus of meditation is the key. What we meditate on can change us. And no book possesses the transforming power that is in the Bible, the Word of God.

If we want to be changed, knowing and obeying the will of God and becoming more like Jesus Christ, we must spend time daily yielding ourselves to the transforming truths of the Scriptures. The Holy Spirit doesn’t work in a vacuum but uses the Scriptures and prayer to minister in our lives. Simply reading assigned portions of the Bible each day, as helpful as that is, isn’t enough. A truly transforming experience involves meditating on what we read and then obeying what God tells us to do. The more we meditate on God’s Word, the more truth we will see in it and the more direction we will get from it.

The Mistaken Ideas about Meditation

Let’s begin with the mistaken ideas about meditation. Relatively few Christians have learned to meditate on a passage of Scripture. One reason is cultural: Americans as a nation are hardly known for their meditation on anything. Another reason lies in the frequent linking of the practice to New Age, yoga, Zen and TM, often with a mantra to recite. But that connection should not rob us of the value of genuine scriptural meditation.

Whenever the Christian idea of meditation is taken seriously, there are those who assume it is synonymous with the concept of meditation centered in Eastern religions. In reality, the two ideas stand worlds apart. Eastern meditation is an attempt to empty the mind; Christian meditation is an attempt to fill the mind. The two ideas are quite different.

Eastern forms of meditation stress the need to become detached from the world. There is an emphasis upon losing personhood and individuality and merging with the Cosmic Mind. There is a longing to be freed from the burdens and pains of this life and to be released into the impersonality of Nirvana. Personal identity is lost and, in fact, personality is seen as the ultimate illusion. There is an escaping from the miserable wheel of existence. There is no God to be attached to or to hear from. Detachment is the final goal of Eastern religion.

Christian meditation goes far beyond the notion of detachment. There is need for detachment, but there is a danger in thinking only in terms of detachment as Jesus indicates in Luke 11:24-26, the story of the man who had been emptied of evil but not filled with good: “When the unclean spirit has gone out of a man…he goes and brings seven other spirits more evil than himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the last state of that man becomes worse than the first.”
No, detachment is not enough; we must go on to attachment. The detachment from the confusion all around us is in order to have a richer attachment to God. Christian meditation leads us to the inner wholeness necessary to give ourselves to God freely.

Another mistaken idea about meditation is that it is too difficult or complicated. Perhaps it is best left to the professional who has more time to explore the inner regions. Not at all. This practice is not reserved for the privileged few, the spiritual giants. As Thomas Merton writes, “Meditation is really very simple and there is not much need of elaborate techniques to teach us how to go about it.”
 Somehow we have the mistaken idea that meditation demands hours and hours, that it is the by-product of leisure (of which most of us have very little) and even laziness.
 

A third mistaken view is to see contemplation as impractical and wholly out of touch with the twenty-first century. There is a fear it will make us so heavenly minded that we are no earthly good. In fact, meditation is the one thing that can sufficiently redirect our lives so that we can deal with human life successfully. Merton writes, “Meditation has no point and no reality unless it is firmly rooted in life.” Often meditation will yield insights that are deeply practical. Instruction will come on how to relate to your wife or husband, or how to deal with this sensitive problem or that business situation. It is wonderful when a particular meditation leads to ecstasy, but it is far more common to be given guidance in dealing with ordinary human problems. Meditation sends us into our ordinary world with greater perspective and balance.

The Meaningful Implications of Meditation

So what are we talking about? Let's move on to the meaningful implications of meditation. J. I. Packer defines meditation in this way:

Meditation is the activity of calling to mind, and thinking over and dwelling on, and applying to oneself, the various things that one knows about the works and ways and purposes of God.

You see, true meditation is not daydreaming. It is not letting our minds drift here and there, thinking about nothing, and humming some religious melody with our eyes at half-mast! Meditation is disciplined thought, forced on a single object or Scripture for a period of time. It is reflecting upon or pondering specific truths slowly, piece-by-piece…allowing our minds to dig deeply into a word, a phrase, an idea or principle from God’s own Word. Meditation considers these things from every possible angle, with the purpose of getting insight, gaining practical benefit, and/or reaching some conclusion.

Meditating means recalling the faithful acts of God experienced in the past and rehearsing them in one’s mind. It also requires that we “meditate” upon God. The word comes from a verb meaning to mutter, growl or groan. It has the sense of repeating something over and over again under your breath, mulling it over in your mind. It is talking to yourself about what you’ve made your mind think upon. Meditation is dissection of a thought—taking it apart, examining its parts, pondering its meaning, wringing every significance from it. When we choose our thoughts and wrench every ounce of life from them, the rain clouds of blessing begin to form on the horizon of our thirsty souls.

Yet meditation is not merely an intellectual exercise. Meditation fastens into our souls truths we have received but have not yet assimilated into our character. This undigested truth becomes a part of our makeup when we are willing to invest our time in ruminating on it.
 

Meditation, then, can be compared to digestion on a spiritual level. Over and over in Scripture, we are told that God’s Word is our food. Jesus said in Matthew 4:4, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Elsewhere in Scripture, God’s Word is likened to milk, to meat, and to bread.
 

To meditate is to ruminate, to bring to mind, and to consider over and over. Ruminating is what a cow is doing when she is chewing her cud. You know how an old cow goes out of a morning, and while the grass is fresh with dew she grazes. Then when the sun comes up and the weather is hot, the cow lies down under a tree, or stands there in the shade. You see her chewing and you wonder what in the world that cow is chewing. She will chew there for an hour or two. She is bringing the grass she ate of a morning (we are told that a cow has a complex stomach) out of one chamber and is transferring it to another. In the process she is going over it again, chewing it up good. You and I need to learn to do that in our thought processes. We are to get the Word of God, read it, have it out where we can look at it, then think about it, meditate on it.

Many people treat the Word of God lightly and casually. They read a verse of Scripture one time and believe they know all there is to know about it. They consume a verse, swallow it, and forget it. But one superficial reading of God’s Word does not even begin to extract all the richness and meaning that is at the heart of each verse of Scripture, each kernel of God’s truth. In order to truly feed on God’s Word, we need to chew on it again and again, we need to adopt the practice of meditating on His truth. When we learn to do that, God’s Word will truly come alive in our minds and in our lives. We only begin to taste the richness of Scripture when we learn to chew it again and again. That is why a verse of Scripture we thought we understood many years ago continues to yield fresh insights every time we study it.

The discipline of meditation was certainly familiar to the authors of Scripture. The Bible uses two different Hebrew words to convey the idea of meditation, and together they are used some fifty-eight times. These words have various meanings: listening to God’s word, reflecting on God’s works, rehearsing God’s deeds, ruminating on God’s law, and more. In each case there is stress upon changed behavior as a result of our encounter with the living God. Repentance and obedience are essential features in any biblical understanding of meditation. The psalmist exclaims in Psalm 119:97, 101, and 102, “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long… I have kept my feet from every evil path so that I might obey your word. I have not departed from your laws, for you yourself have taught me.” It is this continual focus upon obedience and faithfulness that most clearly distinguishes Christian meditation from its Eastern and secular counterparts.

Please understand that meditation is not reserved for the religious professionals or the spiritual elite, but for everyone. All who acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord are the universal priesthood of God and as such can enter the Holy of Holies and converse with the living God. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, when asked why he meditated, replied, “Because I am a Christian.”

In fact, meditation on Scripture is not optional. The same Bible that commands us to “pray without ceasing,” to “rejoice evermore,” and “in everything give thanks”…also urges us to meditate.
 In Joshua 1:9 we read, “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.” This is a command to be obeyed.
The book of Psalms begins by blessing those whose, “delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law [they] meditate day and night’’ (Psalm 1:2). Psalm 119 uses the word “meditate” eight times. Each time the meditation focuses on the word of God: his precepts, decrees, laws, statutes. Its purpose is communion with the living God in covenant relationship.

What happens in meditation is that we create the emotional and spiritual space which allows Christ to construct an inner sanctuary in the heart. Revelation 3:20, “I stand at the door and knock…” was originally penned for believers, not unbelievers. We who have turned our lives over to Christ need to know how very much he longs to commune with us. Meditation opens the door and, although we are engaging in specific meditation exercises at specific times, the aim is to bring this living reality into all of life. One author calls it “a portable sanctuary that is brought into all we are and do.”

The Practical Implementation of Meditation

Finally let’s consider the practical implementation of meditation. How do we do it? First we must realize that it is impossible to learn how to meditate from a book. We learn to meditate by meditating. Simple suggestions at the right time, however, can make an immense difference. These practical hints and meditation exercises are given in the hope that they may help in the actual practice of meditation. They are not laws nor are they intended to confine you.

Is there a proper time for meditation? When starting out, we should set aside a certain time for meditating on Scripture. As we become more familiar with the practice, we will see that meditation can happen at any time and under almost every circumstance. Yet at first we should schedule times for meditation.
 Charles Hummel writes, “Put meditation into your schedule on a regular basis. You’ll find that the perspective you gain will enable you to handle that schedule—and to handle all of life—better.”

The time of day for meditation may vary from person to person, but allow yourself sufficient time—perhaps 15-30 minutes—so that you are not constantly checking your watch or clock throughout. You may wish to set an alarm if time is a premium.

What about a place for meditation? Find a place that is quiet and free from interruption. Put your cell phone on silent. If it is possible to find some place that looks out on to a lovely landscape, so much the better. In any case it is best to have one designated place rather than hunting for a different spot each day.

What about posture? In one sense posture makes no difference at all; you can pray anywhere, any time, and in any position. In another sense, however, posture is very important. The body, the mind, and the spirit are inseparable. Tension in the spirit is telegraphed in body language. Not only does outward posture reflect the inward state, it can also help to nurture the inner attitude of prayer. If inwardly we are fraught with distractions and anxiety, a consciously chosen posture of peace and relaxation will have a tendency to calm our inner turmoil.

There is no “law” that prescribes a correct posture. The Bible contains everything from lying prostrate on the floor to standing with hands and head lifted towards the heavens. I think the best approach would be to find a position that is the most comfortable and the least distracting. Regardless of how it is done, the aim is to center the attention of the body, the emotions, the mind, and the spirit upon “the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

Dietrich Bonhoeffer practiced a meditative reading of the Bible that shaped his Christian life, giving it direction and guidance. He urged a meditation “bound to Scripture” to guide our prayers and discipline our thoughts. He urged, “Accept the Word of Scripture and ponder it in your heart as Mary did. That is all. That is meditation.”
Begin your meditation by praying to the Holy Spirit for concentration. Then turn to the biblical text. Read until a verse or even a part of a verse speaks to you. Ask of each passage, “What is God saying here?” Pray that He will help you hear what He wants to say—not just general truths but the will of God for you today. At the close of meditation, offer thanksgiving for whatever blessings you are aware of. Then, throughout the day, reflect on the phrase or word you meditated on.
 

Bonhoeffer notes,

It is not necessary that we should get through the entire passage in one meditation. Often we shall have to stop with one sentence or even one word, because we have been gripped and arrested and cannot evade it any longer. Is not the word “Father,” “love,” “mercy,” “cross,” “sanctification,” or “resurrection,” often enough to fill far more than the brief period we have at our disposal?

Meditation is not about volume. You may want to read through the Bible in a year, and that’s fine, but that’s not meditation. Meditation is not about Bible study. There’s nothing wrong with Bible study, but that’s not meditation.

Let me suggest some practical steps to follow in your development of this spiritual exercise. Let’s use Proverbs 3:5-6 as our example: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”

1. Emphasize different words and phrases. In meditating on Proverbs 3:5-6, accent specific terms. “Trust in the Lord…” or “Trust in the Lord with all your heart.” Think about trusting…and consider the vastness of that word all. When you read the warning “…do not lean on your own understanding,” imagine the many ways you work things out for yourself.

2. Paraphrase the verse. Make it personal. Rethink and restate the verse using your words in the process. For example: “Lord, you are commanding me to turn my life over to you completely—to stop my habit of worrying and working things out my way, like I frequently do.” Get the idea?

3. Relate the verse to your present circumstance. Let’s suppose you are worried, you are restless and ill-at-ease within. You know it’s wrong, but you can’t seem to stop. You come across Proverbs 3:5-6, and decide to meditate on it. As you do, keep your problems in mind. Ask for insight from the Lord. List your worries one by one. Identify them. Look them over in the light of that passage. Tell Him your complaints as you meditate. Ask: “Am I ready to rely on God to take these things…or do I enjoy my worry?” Admit your weakness before Him.

4. Use prayer as a follow-up. Never fail to conclude with prayer. Ask Him to transfer your thoughts into your life. Thank Him in advance for the change He will bring.
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