
Meditation & The Christian Tradition

Meditation as an intentional spiritual practice in the Christian tradition can be traced back to the third & fourth century in Egypt, Syria and Palestine.  The Desert Fathers and Mothers left civilization and retreated to isolated wilderness places in order to live as hermits (solitary lives) or in a monastic community (with others engaging in the same spiritual practices).  They were committed to seeking a process designed to transform their lives and open them up to the oneness of the mind of Christ and the fullest awareness of Christ’s infinite union with the Creator God.  These practices of solitude and living with others in ways that contributed to a habitual state of God’s presence became known as contemplation.  The contemplative life is one devoted to this meditative experience of oneness with God and with life itself.

In the fifth century St. Benedict and St. Scholastica founded Benedictine monasticism which was committed to finding God in the ordinary and daily aspects of life.  The monastic life continued to spread throughout the Middle Ages and in the tenth century St. Bernard developed  Cistercian spirituality.  The rich heritage of Christian mystics include St. Francis of Assisi, St. John of the Cross, Teresa of Avila, Meister Eckhart, Julian of Norwich.   Continuing into the 20th Century we encounter Thomas Merton and Thomas Keating and the Centering Prayer movement. It is clear that any Christian who commits to daily meditation is stepping into a river of Christian contemplative spirituality that’ has run throughout the life of the Church.

In the present time we are experiencing some of the same chaos and danger that was rampant when earlier Christians chose to step out of their culture seeking a deeper practice of their faith through solitude or a restricted Christian community. Although monastic life is intended to help the individual more fully experience holiness of life, it can sometimes evolve  into   dysfunction, just as a family intended to comfort and protect growing children can fall short of it’s goals. 

The Reformation blessed us with the reminder that there is a “Priesthood of all believers” and that “piety” (the intentional practice of spiritual disciplines and spiritually motivated behaviors) is fully accessible to each individual believer without the need of mediation by the institutional church.  Therefore meditative oneness with God is in no way limited to institutional life.  In the past two decades many in the West have experienced a growing hunger for training and experience in meditation practices.  Some have left  Jewish and Christian communities of their upbringing and sought this training from other Eastern traditions or new theologies.  These trends have encouraged Jewish, Catholic and Protestant denominations to revisit their mystical roots and begin or expand programs teaching a wider variety of spiritual practices and re-engaging the contemplative aspect of their history.  The physical healing community (which originally sprung out of the religious community) has also become an instrument for teaching individuals ways to become more connected with themselves and the life within them, in order to experience  greater wholeness.

Some have asked, “Are the meditation practices taught in the Stress Reduction Clinic Christian?”  The answer would be “yes” and “no”!  These practices do have specifically Christian roots.   They are the same practices the Desert Fathers and Mothers and Christians through the ages have utilized and taught. We are invited to pay attention to the breath, the very life within us.  In both Hebrew and Greek the word for Spirit is the same word as the word for breath.  Our dis-ease (our stress and illnesses and anxiety) bring us to the place where we are groaning to realize our oneness with ourselves and with the Holy.   Jesus frequently spoke of the Kingdom of God as a goal for our lives.  He spoke of this not only as a future possibility but as a present reality.  “The Kingdom of God is within!   Seek first the Kingdom of God and all else will follow!   Be still and know that I am God.”  These familiar words of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures invite us to develop our capacity for contemplation and for giving full attention to the present moment, which embodies the fullness of life given to us by God, here and now.

The Stress Reduction Clinic also includes universal ways of meditating.  When you explore the writings of the Christian mystics on meditation and contemplative prayer, these guidelines are not unlike those taught by all the world’s religions.  They are universal tools to calm the self, to sit in loving open wakefulness with God’s presence and to enter into the universal mystery of the oneness of God.  

So if you are wondering how your experience in this clinic will affect your religious or spiritual life, I’m not sure a clear or certain answer is available.  Each person is unique and each person will engage the practices in his or her own way.  Internal motivations may be different at different times.    There is a body of scientific data gathered over 25 years that strongly suggests if you practice the behaviors taught, your physical and emotional self will experience some physical and emotional benefits. If, in addition, you also understand these practices as tools for your spiritual life, you are likely to gain more than stress reduction.  Some who don’t seek spiritual growth may also experience it.  Such is the mystery of how God works. 

In the Christian tradition we are encouraged to “pray without ceasing.”  How do we do that and still get the children dressed and the meals out and the boss satisfied?  The tools of mindfulness meditation are a way to come to a deeper experience of this practice.  The Christian church teaches that the contemplative oneness with God is our eternal destiny.  We are placed on this earth to develop a relationship with God and to journey toward unity with God.  But Christian tradition also teaches that even in our present limited human condition we are able to taste this oneness.  It isn’t that we are only to have faith in its truth for our after-life, but we are called to open ourselves to the experience of it’s presence even now.

The practice of mindfulness meditation is a tool, which  can enhance this process of opening  to a felt sense of oneness with God, in the intimacy of the present moment.  As one continues to practice and grows in awareness, one can begin to receive glimpses where the moments of meditation become less and less different from the moments of washing the clothes or driving to pick up children from school.  Over time, it is possible to have increasingly larger segments of one’s day take on the quality of realized oneness with God. Until this sense of oneness becomes more pervasive, we continue on the journey of practicing being awake.  We can wake up to the true nature of the “ground of our being” by slowing down enough to pay attention to the ground upon which we walk, the breaths we take, the thoughts and feelings we have and the food we eat.  These practices offer us new awareness and appreciation of the generous gifts of our Divine Creator in each and every moment.

