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				If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (John 7:37)

			

			Many years ago, a friend offered to give me some free books from his personal theological library. At the time, I was a young professor with a new PhD and a mountain of student debt. Needless to say, I accepted. Little did I know that by “some,” he meant well over a thousand. In the end, he sent me over fifty large boxes, filled with books on the Old Testament, ancient Judaism, the New Testament, and early Christianity—all topics I had studied during my doctoral program at the University of Notre Dame.

			Several boxes, however, contained books on spiritual theology—a subject about which I knew next to nothing. These included works by ancient Christian writers like John Cassian and John Climacus; medieval mystics like Catherine of Siena and Thomas à Kempis; and modern spiritual masters like Ignatius of Loyola, Teresa of Avila, and John of the Cross.

			Once I started reading the spiritual classics, I couldn’t stop. It was like drinking water from a well after spending years in the desert. I began to learn for the first time about meditation, contemplation, the seven capital sins, their opposing virtues, and other topics. That year, when asked to teach an elective, I knew immediately it would be on spiritual theology. However, because my doctoral research was in biblical studies, I chose to focus on the scriptural roots of Christian spirituality.

			
			To this day, that course remains the most powerful experience I have ever had in the classroom.1 Studying the scriptural foundations of the spiritual life was not just informative; it was transformative. It changed me. It also seemed to have a similar impact on my students. More than once they asked, “Why have we never heard this before?” Together, we realized we were tasting something precious, which Jesus himself calls the “one thing” that is “necessary” (Luke 10:42).2 During that time, I made several discoveries that ultimately laid the foundations for this book.

			
				Three Kinds of Prayer

				The first thing I learned was that there are different kinds of prayer. Growing up as a Catholic, I had always assumed that prayer simply involved saying the words of certain memorized prayers, like the Our Father. However, once I started reading the spiritual classics, I quickly discovered that the spiritual life involves much more. Although vocal prayer is essential, there are at least three major forms of prayer:

				
					1. Vocal Prayer: praying with words, whether memorized or spontaneous.

					2. Meditation: praying with the mind, especially by reading and reflecting on Scripture and entering into dialogue with God.

					3. Contemplation: praying with the “eyes” of the heart, with a loving desire to “see” the face of God.

				

				Each of these is deeply biblical. Jesus himself teaches his disciples a vocal prayer when he gives them the Lord’s Prayer (see Matthew 6:9–13). Likewise, the book of Psalms begins by blessing anyone who “meditates” on Scripture “day and night” (Psalm 1:1–2). Finally, the book of Exodus gives a classic description of contemplation when it describes Moses’ practice of praying in the Tabernacle. There “the Lord used to speak to Moses face to face” (Exodus 33:11). According to the spiritual classics, the life of every disciple of Jesus should involve all three kinds of prayer.

			

			
				
				The Stages of Spiritual Growth

				The second thing I discovered was that the spiritual life consists of certain stages of growth. When I was younger, I tended to think of my spiritual life as a kind of “revolving door.” On one side was deadly sin, or “mortal sin.” On the other side was repentance and forgiveness, or a “state of grace.” My primary aim was to die on the right side of the door! For many years, I felt like I was spiritually going in circles. I never had any sense of making progress. If anything, I felt like I was constantly backsliding.

				To my surprise, this was not how the great spiritual writers describe the Christian life. Instead, just as a person’s biological life ordinarily goes through certain stages—childhood, adolescence, and adulthood—so, too, a person’s spiritual life normally goes through stages of growth. Over the centuries, these stages have been described by some spiritual writers as three “ways” or paths:

				
					1. The Purgative Way: the path of spiritual childhood, focused on keeping the commandments, rooting out the capital sins (hence “purgative”), and learning to pray to the Father and practice meditation.

					2. The Illuminative Way: the path of spiritual adolescence, focused on a deeper understanding of the mysteries of the life of Christ (hence “illuminative”), growing in virtues, and contemplation.

					3. The Unitive Way: the path of spiritual adulthood, focused on union with God (hence “unitive”) through the power of the Holy Spirit and the perfection of faith, hope, and love.

				

				Although this exact terminology took time to develop, the basic idea of three stages of spiritual growth is rooted in the Bible. For example, the apostle Paul contrasts spiritual “children” in Christ with those who have attained “mature manhood” (Ephesians 4:13–14). Likewise, the apostle John distinguishes three spiritual “ages” in the Church: “little children” are the beginners, “young men” are those who have made spiritual progress, and “fathers” are the spiritual adults (1 John 2:12–13).3

				Over the centuries, different spiritual writers have given a variety of names to these stages of the interior life. Nevertheless, the identification of three stages—the beginning, the middle, and the end—can be found in ancient, medieval, and modern spiritual writers, in both Eastern and Western Christianity.4 Together they testify that the spiritual life is not a revolving door, but a process of growth. With that said, it’s important to keep in mind that each person’s experience of this process is going to be unique. For in the end, the spiritual life of each human soul is a mystery.5

				At the same time, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus himself describes a single “way” or “path” (Greek hodos) upon which all of his disciples must walk (Matthew 7:14). This image of a path presupposes a starting point and progress toward a final destination. It also reflects the fact that Jesus describes his followers as “disciples” or, more literally, “students” (Greek mathētai).6 This means he expects them to learn his teachings and to walk together down the path of their spiritual master and rabbi (see Matthew 10:24–25; 23:8–10).7 For according to Jesus, his path is the “way” that “leads to eternal life” (Matthew 7:14; 19:16–17).

			

			
				
				The Universal Call to Holiness

				Third, and perhaps most important, I discovered to my surprise that all Christians—myself included—are called to be saints. Now, I don’t recall anyone ever actually saying that holiness was unattainable for a layperson like me. Yet, somewhere along the way, I had picked up the idea that while monks, nuns, priests, bishops, and popes might be called to contemplation and union with God, the best I could shoot for was spiritual mediocrity and (hopefully) not going to hell. However, the more I studied the spiritual classics, the more I realized that every person—old or young, man or woman, unmarried or married alike—is called to real holiness.8

				Now, this shouldn’t have come as a surprise. After all, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). With these words, Jesus is alluding to God’s call to the people of Israel: “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus 19:2). Likewise, the apostle Paul says that the Corinthians—who were all former pagans and laypeople—are all “called to be saints” (1 Corinthians 1:2). Finally, the letter to the Hebrews calls its readers to “the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). Perhaps the most beautiful example of the universal invitation to holiness comes from Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well:

				
					There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.”…The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?” For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans. Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” The woman said to him, “Sir, you have nothing to draw with, and the well is deep; where do you get that living water?”…Jesus said to her, “Every one who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst; the water that I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst, nor come here to draw.”

					
					(John 4:7, 9–11, 13–15)

				

				We will have more to say about the image of “living water” later.9 For now, the main point is that Jesus is not referring to ordinary water. He is talking about quenching the woman’s spiritual thirst by giving her the gift of the Holy Spirit. As Jesus says elsewhere in the Gospel of John,

				
					If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, “Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.” Now this he said about the Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive.

					(John 7:37–39)

				

				At first glance, the Samaritan woman may seem an unlikely candidate for the gift of the Holy Spirit. For one thing, she is not a Jew. The Samaritans descended from pagans who had invaded the Holy Land centuries earlier (see 2 Kings 17:24–41). Although they accepted the God of Israel, the Samaritans rejected the Jerusalem Temple (see John 4:19–24). For another thing, the Samaritan woman is in a state of grave sin. Not only has she been married five times, but she is currently living with a man who is not her husband (see John 4:17–18). In an ancient Jewish context, this would put her in a public and permanent state of fornication.

				Yet none of this stops Jesus from offering her the gift of the Holy Spirit. Apparently, her sin is not a barrier to Jesus’ calling her. To be sure, as soon as she asks him to give her this water, the first thing she will need to do is address the sin in her life. That is why Jesus says, “Go, call your husband, and come here” (John 4:16). Nevertheless, it is Jesus who waits beside the well for her. It is he who first asks her for a drink. The reason for this is simple: Jesus’ invitation to holiness—his offering of the gift of the Holy Spirt—is universal. It is not just for some, but for all. In other words, no matter who you are or what you’ve done, if you are spiritually thirsty, then Jesus is inviting you to come to him and drink.

			

			
				
				Jesus and the Jewish Roots of Spirituality

				This brings me to the fourth and final thing I discovered. The more I read, the more I realized the greatest spiritual writers were not making up their teachings out of thin air. They were getting them from the Bible—especially the Gospels. Consider the opening lines of Thomas à Kempis’ classic work The Imitation of Christ:

				
					If we truly want to be enlightened…, then let our principal study be meditation on the life of Jesus Christ. The doctrine of Christ surpasses all the doctrines of the saints.10

				

				In other words, in the end, Jesus himself is the supreme teacher of the spiritual life. He is the master and model of all Christian spirituality. As Jesus says, “You have one teacher, the Christ” (Matthew 23:10).11

				But there are a couple of problems. For one thing, the spiritual teachings of Jesus are not always easy to understand. To take just one example: What does Jesus mean when he says, “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48)? Is this even possible? For another thing, when Jesus first gave his teachings, he spoke to a Jewish audience, using words and images deeply rooted in Jewish Scripture. However, many Christians today just don’t know the Old Testament as well as they would like to. In order to really understand the words and actions of Jesus, we need to situate them in their ancient Jewish context. That is what we are going to do in this book. We are going to explore Jesus and the Jewish roots of the spiritual life.

				
				Before we begin, I want to stress that everything I’m going to say in the following pages draws directly on ancient, medieval, and modern Christian spiritual classics. Readers interested in digging deeper into these works are encouraged to study the endnotes. The main text, however, will focus on the biblical foundations of key topics in Christian spirituality, including

				
						
						Vocal Prayer, Meditation, and Contemplation

					

						
						Three Major Temptations and Three Remedies

					

						
						Spiritual Exercises: The Lord’s Prayer, Fasting, and Almsgiving

					

						
						The Seven Capital Sins and the Seven Opposing Virtues

					

						
						Lectio Divina: How to Meditate on Scripture

					

						
						The Dark Night of the Soul12

					

				

				I should also emphasize that this is not a comprehensive study of the entire spiritual path. It is an introduction to the first stage of spiritual growth—commonly known as the purgative way. Each chapter will begin with a brief glimpse into what the spiritual classics say about each topic before exploring what Jesus himself has to say about it. Then we’ll conclude with some practical implications, drawing on the wisdom of the spiritual classics. You can think of this book as a kind of “biblical road map of the spiritual life,” with Jesus as the primary guide. The ultimate goal is to shed light on the first steps of the spiritual “path” taught by Jesus himself (see Matthew 7:14).

				
				In conclusion: if you, like me, grew up thinking the spiritual life was mainly about saying your prayers and hoping not to go to hell; or if you’ve ever started to pray but given up after experiencing dryness or distraction; or if you’ve ever tried to read the writings of the mystics but felt lost or confused by what they were saying; or even if you know the spiritual classics well but are curious about the biblical roots of their teachings—whoever you are, wherever you are on the journey—if you’re thirsting for the “living water” that only Jesus can give, then this book is for you. Just as Jesus spoke directly to the woman at the well in the Gospels, he is still speaking to us today.

				But how exactly do we talk to God? In order to answer this question, we need to begin our journey down the spiritual path of Jesus by turning to the topic of prayer.
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			Vocal Prayer

			
				When you pray, say: “Father, hallowed be thy name.”

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Luke 11:2)

			

			The beating heart of the spiritual life is prayer. Over the centuries, Christian spiritual writers have often singled out three major forms: vocal prayer, meditation, and contemplation.1 Before we start walking down the spiritual path Jesus taught his disciples, it is necessary to first define our terms and clarify what the Bible teaches about each of these. We begin with vocal prayer.

			On its most basic level, vocal prayer can be defined as using words to communicate with God. Over the centuries, Christian spiritual writers have often emphasized the use of spoken words in prayer. Consider, for example, the following statements from ancient, medieval, and modern times:

			
				Prayer is by nature a dialogue…with God.

				—John Climacus (7th century)2

				Prayer is…the requesting of good things from God.

				—John Damascene (8th century)3

				In vocal prayer the mind and heart must be attentive to what you say.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)4

			

			
			Since human beings have souls and bodies, the translation of interior thoughts and feelings into exterior words is a natural form of communication. For this reason, vocal prayer has always been regarded as an essential part of the spiritual life. In the sixteenth century, the great Spanish mystic Teresa of Avila once described vocal prayer—when spoken from the heart—as “the door of entry” to the interior life of the soul.5

			Why is praying with words so important? Why not just skip over vocal prayer and go straight to silent meditation or contemplation? The answer: Jesus himself, following the Jewish Scriptures, used words when he prayed. Moreover, when asked by his disciples to teach them how to pray, Jesus gave them specific words to say, in the Lord’s Prayer (see Luke 11:1–4). In this chapter, we’ll take a few moments to look at Jesus and the Jewish roots of vocal prayer.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Vocal Prayer

				In order to understand the teaching of Jesus on vocal prayer, we have to begin by looking at vocal prayer in the Jewish Scriptures.

			

			
				Vocal Prayer in Jewish Scripture

				In the Old Testament, using words to communicate with the God of the universe goes all the way back to the beginning of human history. In the Garden of Eden, Adam uses words to speak to God when he hears him coming near: “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself” (Genesis 3:10). Likewise, Abraham uses words to intercede for Lot and the people of Sodom: “Behold, I have taken upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes” (Genesis 18:27). When God appears to Moses in the burning bush, Moses uses words to say to God, “Here am I” (Exodus 3:4).

				
				Sometimes, vocal prayer can be spoken so quietly that it is virtually silent, as when Hannah, the mother of Samuel, begs God to give her the gift of a son: “Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard” (1 Samuel 1:13). When her request is granted by God, Hannah responds with one of the most famous vocal prayers in all of Jewish Scripture, known as the “Song of Hannah”:

				
					My heart exults in the Lord;

					my strength is exalted in the Lord.

					My mouth derides my enemies,

					because I rejoice in your salvation.

					(1 Samuel 2:1)

				

				Notice that in both cases, Hannah speaks to God from her “heart.” In context, this does not refer to an organ in her body. In Jewish Scripture, the “heart” (Hebrew leb) refers to the deepest part of a human being, the hidden center, the inner person.6 In the Hebrew conception of a human being, the “heart” is not only the seat of emotions; it is also the seat of memories, thoughts, and decisions. Above all, it is the heart that chooses to love. Thus, speaking from the heart is the essence of true vocal prayer.

			

			
				The Book of Psalms: Masterpiece of Vocal Prayer

				The book of Psalms is the indisputable masterpiece of vocal prayer in the Jewish Scriptures. Indeed, it is nothing other than a collection of 150 vocal prayers. In the original Hebrew, these “psalms” are called “praises” (Hebrew tehillim) because many of them are prayers of thanksgiving, adoration, and praise.7 The psalms explain not only what vocal prayer is but how it is to be practiced.

				For example, the book of Psalms makes clear that the most basic definition of “prayer” (Hebrew tephillah) is speaking “words” to God:

				
				Hear my prayer, O God;

					give ear to the words of my mouth.

					(Psalm 54:2)

				

				At the same time, the Psalter emphasizes that true vocal prayer involves not just the lips but also the heart:

				
					Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart

					be acceptable in your sight,

					O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.

					(Psalm 19:14)

				

				Finally, the book of Psalms even goes so far as to describe vocal prayer as a kind of sacrifice offered to God every morning and every evening:

				
					O Lord, in the morning you hear my voice;

					in the morning I prepare a sacrifice for you, and watch.

					(Psalm 5:3)

					Let my prayer be counted as incense before you,

					and the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacrifice!

					(Psalm 141:1–2)

				

				According to the Jewish Bible, vocal prayer is something that should be done every day. Each day should begin and end by offering one’s “soul” back to the God who gave it in the first place (Psalm 86:3–4).

			

			
				
				Jesus and Vocal Prayer

				When we turn from vocal prayer in the Jewish Scriptures to the life of Jesus, we quickly discover that Jesus practiced vocal prayer himself and instructed his disciples to follow his example.

			

			
				Jesus Prayed the Psalms

				At the time of Jesus, the book of Psalms was the fundamental “prayer book” of the Jewish people.8 As a first-century Jew, Jesus would have known the Psalms by heart from singing them during festivals such as Passover. He also would have used the words of the Psalms in his own vocal prayer. To take just one example: at the very end of his life, as he is dying on the cross, Jesus cries out to God,

				
					“Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” And having said this he breathed his last.

					(Luke 23:46)

				

				With these words, Jesus is offering his life to the Father. This is the supreme example of vocal prayer as a sacrifice. However, that is not all Jesus is doing. He is also quoting the book of Psalms:

				
					Into your hand I commit my spirit;

					you have redeemed me, O Lord, faithful God.

					(Psalm 31:5)

				

				Jesus not only knows the words of Psalm 31 by heart but also makes these words his own in the last prayer he ever utters. However, whereas the psalm itself is addressed to “the Lord” (Hebrew YHWH), Jesus addresses his prayer to the “Father” (Greek patēr). One of the most distinctive aspects of the prayer of Jesus is his repeated insistence that his disciples address God as their Father.

			

			
				
				Jesus Prayed in His Own Words

				In addition to memorized vocal prayers, Jesus also prays using his own words. On more than one occasion, Jesus prays to the Father in public, where everyone can hear him (see Luke 10:21–22; John 11:41–42). During the Last Supper, Jesus speaks the longest vocal prayer recorded in the Gospels—his so-called “high priestly prayer”—in the presence of his chosen disciples when he prays for unity (see John 17:1–26). Perhaps most moving of all is the prayer during his agony in Gethsemane:

				
					Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to his disciples, “Sit here, while I go there and pray.”…And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping…. Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” And again he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. So, leaving them again, he went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words.

					(Matthew 26:36, 39–40, 42–44)

				

				Note well that Jesus uses words to pray, even when he is alone. Obviously, he does not need to do this, but he chooses to. Notice also that Jesus even repeats himself when he prays, “saying the same words” (Matthew 26:44). His prayer is fully human. In the agony in Gethsemane, Jesus models for his disciples the importance of spontaneous and persistent vocal prayer to the Father, spoken from the heart.

			

			
				
				Jesus Taught His Disciples a Vocal Prayer

				Finally, when Jesus is asked by his disciples to teach them how to pray, he gives them certain words to say, in the form of the Lord’s Prayer:

				
					He was praying in a certain place, and when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” And he said to them, “When you pray, say: ‘Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread; and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive every one who is indebted to us; and lead us not into temptation.’ ”

					(Luke 11:1–4)

				

				We will look more closely at the longer version of the Lord’s Prayer later (see Matthew 6:9–13). For now, the main point is that when Jesus’ disciples ask him to teach them how to pray, he gives them certain words to say—the first of which is “Father.” In doing so, he is beginning to teach them to pray like he prays. In giving the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus shows that he is both the master and the model of vocal prayer.

			

			
				Vocal Prayer in Christian Tradition

				It should be clear by now that Jesus, following the Jewish Scriptures, considers vocal prayer an essential part of the spiritual life of his disciples. Several practical implications flow from this fact.

			

			
				Memorized and Spontaneous Vocal Prayer

				If Jesus himself prayed both memorized vocal prayers (like the Psalms) and spontaneous vocal prayers (like his prayer in Gethsemane), then disciples of Jesus should practice both. As Jesus himself says:

				
				A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master; it is enough for the disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master.

					(Matthew 10:24–25)

				

				In other words, followers of Jesus should begin by imitating the prayer of their spiritual master. Some people are very comfortable reciting memorized prayers but virtually never speak to God in their own words. Others are very comfortable praying spontaneous prayers but look down on memorized prayers as empty words. Neither extreme is biblical. On the one hand, if we are going to talk to God the Father in the same way that Jesus did, we need to pray using our own words. On the other hand, if we never pray the words of the Psalms or the Lord’s Prayer, then we are choosing not to pray like Jesus himself prayed. If Jesus is truly the model and master of Christian prayer, then we should follow his example by writing the words of the Psalms and the Lord’s Prayer into our hearts so that they can teach us how to pray and what to say.

			

			
				Speaking from the Heart

				Whatever words we use, we should always strive to speak to God from the heart. In other words, we need to say what we mean, and mean what we say.

				But what about the problem of distraction during vocal prayer? How do we avoid saying the words of prayer while thinking about something else altogether? As the great medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas pointed out centuries ago, “Even holy men sometimes suffer from a wandering of the mind when they pray.”9

				For this reason, the first practical step is to always begin our prayers by taking a moment to place ourselves in the presence of God. In the words of the seventeenth-century Christian writer Francis de Sales:

				
				Begin all your prayers, whether mental or vocal, in the presence of God. Keep this rule without any exception and you will quickly see how helpful it will be.10

				

				The second step is this: when you begin to speak, remember that you are not just saying words, but speaking to someone—God. As Teresa of Avila writes:

				
					When you approach God, then, try to think and realize Whom you are about to address and continue to do so while you are addressing him…. Do not, I beg you, address God while you are thinking of other things.11

				

				By developing the habit of placing ourselves in God’s presence before we begin to pray, and remembering whom we are praying to, our vocal prayer can be transformed from a distracted monologue with ourselves into a heartfelt dialogue with the living God.

			

			
				The Path to Meditation and Contemplation

				Finally, when Jesus teaches his disciples how to pray, he begins by giving them words to say. While some people may be tempted to skip over vocal prayer in the desire to begin practicing “higher” forms of prayer, such as meditation or contemplation, this would be a mistake. In fact, according to Teresa of Avila, vocal prayer said well can lead directly to contemplation:

				
					It may seem to anyone who doesn’t know about the matter that vocal prayer doesn’t go with contemplation; but I know that it does. Pardon me, but I want to say this: I know there are many persons who while praying vocally…are raised by God to sublime contemplation without their striving for anything or understanding how. It’s because of this that I insist so much…upon your reciting your vocal prayer well.12

				

			
				In sum, if Jesus himself talked to God the Father using words, and if he taught his disciples to do the same, then vocal prayer is an essential part of the spiritual life of a Christian. It is also the beginning of the path to meditation and contemplation.

				Of course, vocal prayer is just one form of prayer. According to the Bible, we also need to learn to pray with our minds. We need to learn to meditate.
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			Meditation

			
				You shall love the Lord your God…with all your mind.

				—Jesus of Nazareth (Mark 12:30)

			

			The second major form of prayer—meditation—can be defined as praying with the mind, especially by prayerfully reading and pondering the word of God. Just as vocal prayer uses words to communicate with God, so meditation uses thoughts to reflect on God. And just as vocal prayer involves the body, so meditation involves the mind. (For this reason, some spiritual writers refer to meditation as “mental prayer.”) And just as true vocal prayer is spoken from the heart, so, too, the goal of meditation is not just growth in knowledge but the transformation of the heart.

			In the history of Christian spirituality, the importance of meditation—especially meditation on Scripture—has repeatedly been emphasized. Consider the following quotations from ancient, medieval, and modern Christian writers:

			
				Meditating on [Scripture] should consume all the days and nights of our life.

				—John Cassian (5th century)1

				Let our principal study be meditation on the life of Jesus Christ.

				—Thomas à Kempis (15th century)2

				
				Meditation is the basis for acquiring all the virtues, and to undertake it is a matter of life and death for all Christians.

				—Teresa of Avila (16th century)3

			

			Isn’t this putting it a bit too strongly? Is meditation really a matter of life and death for all Christians? After all, the word “meditation” never occurs in the New Testament. Why do the spiritual classics insist on it?

			The answer lies in the Bible itself. On more than one occasion, the Jewish Scriptures are absolutely unequivocal that the person who loves God should also love God’s word and should meditate on it day and night. Likewise, although Jesus himself never uses the word “meditation,” when we interpret his words about the greatest commandment and the Parable of the Sower in their ancient Jewish context, we discover that Jesus is equally emphatic about the necessity of meditating on the word of God. In this chapter, let’s take a few moments to explore Jesus and the Jewish roots of meditation.

			
				The Jewish Roots of Meditation

				In order to understand the teaching of Jesus on meditation, we have to begin by looking at what the Jewish Scriptures teach us about the practice of meditation. In this regard, two passages stand out as of supreme importance: the command to love God with all one’s heart, soul, and strength, commonly known as the Shema (see Deuteronomy 6:4–6), and the book of Psalms, which begins by declaring “blessed” anyone who “meditates” on the word of God “day and night” (Psalm 1:1–2).

			

			
				
				Moses and the Shema

				The first major example of meditation in Jewish Scripture is perhaps the most well-known passage in the entire Old Testament. I am speaking here of the words of Moses given to the people of Israel at the end of the exodus from Egypt:

				
					Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. And these words which I command you this day shall be upon your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise.

					(Deuteronomy 6:4–7)

				

				In later Jewish tradition, the first part of this passage came to be known as the Shema, from the first word: “Hear (Hebrew shema‘), O Israel” (Deuteronomy 6:4). At the time of Jesus, the Shema was recited by devout Jews several times a day as the fundamental daily prayer.4 As we will see in a moment, Jesus himself identifies the Shema as the greatest commandment (see Mark 12:28–30).

				For our purposes here, however, it is the second half of the passage that stands out. How exactly does one love God with all one’s “heart,” “soul,” and “might”? According to Moses, by writing his “words” upon one’s heart, by teaching them diligently to one’s children, by speaking about them everywhere (whether at home or traveling), and by thinking about them every day (morning and night). In other words, according to the Bible, one of the primary ways to love God is by meditating on his word. And notice here that Moses is speaking to all the people of Israel—parents and families included. According to Jewish Scripture, remembering, discussing, and pondering the word of God is supposed to be a daily part of ordinary family life.

			

			
				
				The Book of Psalms and Daily Meditation

				The second major example of meditation in Jewish Scripture comes from the opening lines of one of the most popular and well-known books of the Bible:

				
					Blessed is the man

					who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

					nor stands in the way of sinners,

					nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

					but his delight is in the law of the Lord,

					and on his law he meditates day and night.

					(Psalm 1:1–2)

				

				According to the book of Psalms, what is the key to being “blessed”—or, more literally, “happy” (Hebrew ’asher)? Not just reading the “law” but taking “delight” in it and meditating on it. Significantly, the word “meditate” (Hebrew hagah) comes from a Hebrew word that also means to “sigh” or “moan” in longing.5 In the ancient Greek version of the Bible, it was translated as “think about” or “meditate” (Greek meletaō) (Psalm 1:2 LXX).6 Either way, meditation involves the mind. And note well how often the Bible says meditation should be practiced: “day and night” (Psalm 1:2). Finally, notice its positive effects. A person who meditates regularly is like a “tree” that not only bears fruit but whose leaves never dry up because its roots are constantly drinking (Psalm 1:3). According to the Jewish Scripture, meditation is the antidote for spiritual dryness.

			

			
				Jesus and Meditation

				When we turn from the Old Testament to the teaching of Jesus, we quickly discover that Jesus nowhere uses the word “meditate.” However, on two key occasions, Jesus uses the exact same passages from Jewish Scripture that we just studied to teach his disciples the importance of loving God with their minds by keeping his word in their hearts.

			

			
				
				The Greatest Commandment

				The first teaching of Jesus that stresses the importance of meditation on Scripture comes to us in his famous answer to a Jewish scribe’s question about which of the biblical commandments is greatest:

				
					One of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?” Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ ”

					(Mark 12:28–30)

				

				Notice here that Jesus answers the question by quoting the Shema: “Hear, O Israel…” (Deuteronomy 6:4). At first glance, his answer looks like standard Jewish teaching. However, as any first-century Jew would have noticed, Jesus also does something remarkable. He adds a new command: “You shall love the Lord your God…with all your mind” (Mark 12:30). This line is not present in the Hebrew Scriptures.7 The word Jesus uses for “mind” (Greek dianoia) refers to a person’s “intelligence” or “understanding.”8

				In other words, Jesus expects his disciples to love God not only with their heart, soul, and strength but also with their intellect. He expects his disciples to love God by thinking about him. Moreover, since the Shema itself is specifically focused on loving God by writing his “words” on the “heart” (Deuteronomy 6:6), Jesus implies that his followers are likewise to love the one God of the universe by remembering and pondering his word—every day and every night.

			

			
				
				The Parable of the Sower

				Another major teaching of Jesus that emphasizes meditation comes from his famous Parable of the Sower. Although the parable is well-known, it is important to read it carefully, focusing on the four different kinds of soil:

				
					When a great crowd came together and people from town after town came to him, he said in a parable: “A sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell along the path, and was trodden under foot, and the birds of the air devoured it. And some fell on the rock; and as it grew up, it withered away, because it had no moisture. And some fell among thorns; and the thorns grew with it and choked it. And some fell into good soil and grew, and yielded a hundredfold.” As he said this, he called out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”

					(Luke 8:4–8)

				

				What is the meaning of this parable? And what does it have to do with meditation?

				If all we had was the parable itself, we might not be able to see any connection. Thankfully, Jesus also gives his disciples an explanation of the parable. For the sake of clarity, I’ve organized Jesus’ explanation according to each of the four different kinds of soil:

				
					Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God.

					[1] The ones along the path are those who have heard; then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, that they may not believe and be saved.

					
					[2] And the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy; but these have no root, they believe for a while and in time of temptation fall away.

					[3] And as for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature.

					[4] And as for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bring forth fruit with patience.

					(Luke 8:11–15)

				

				According to Jesus, the entire Parable of the Sower is really about four different responses to “the word of God” (Luke 8:11).9

			

			
				Four Responses to the Word

				The first group of people hear the word of God, but the devil comes and takes it “from their hearts” (Luke 8:12), so they stop believing.

				The second group of people hear the word of God and are happy at first, but because their faith is so shallow—it has “no root” (Luke 8:13)—they believe only for a while. As soon as temptation comes, they end up falling away.

				The third group of people hear the word of God and even begin to bear some spiritual “fruit.” However, as time goes by, God’s word is choked to death by “cares” and the pursuit of earthly “riches” and “pleasures” (Luke 8:14). Notice Jesus says nothing about sins like adultery or murder. Anxiety about worldly cares and the pursuit of wealth and pleasure are more than enough to choke the life out of the soul.

				The fourth and final group of people also hear the word of God, but they do something different. They “hold it fast” in their hearts (Luke 8:15). Significantly, the word for “hold fast” (Greek katechō) also means to “keep in one’s memory.”10 (We get the English word “catechesis” from this term.) In other words, these people respond to the word of God by memorizing it and writing it in their hearts—the deepest part of themselves, where they encounter God.11 This is exactly what meditation is: pondering the word of God with the mind and storing it up in the heart in order to grow in love of God.

			

			
				
				The Fruits of Meditation

				Notice how this affects a person’s soul. Not only does his heart become “honest and good” (Luke 8:15), but he also begins to bear superabundant “fruit”—up to one hundredfold (see Luke 8:8, 15)! In using this imagery of bearing fruit, Jesus is alluding to what the book of Psalms teaches about meditation:

				
					Blessed is the man…

					[whose] delight is in the law of the Lord,

					and on his law he meditates day and night.

					He is like a tree

					planted by streams of water,

					that yields its fruit in its season.

					(Psalm 1:1–3)

				

				According to Jewish Scripture, the key to being “blessed”—or, more literally, “happy” (Hebrew ’asher)—is daily meditation on the word of God. A person who meditates on Scripture regularly is like a “tree” that bears much spiritual “fruit” because its roots are constantly drinking from the living water of God’s word.

				In short, although Jesus never uses the word “meditation,” he clearly expects his disciples to love God with their minds and store up the word of God in their hearts. In other words, Jesus insists that his disciples meditate, lest they risk becoming like the first three kinds of fruitless soil in the Parable of the Sower.

			

			
				
				Meditation in Christian Tradition

				By now it should be clear that we don’t have to go to the classic works of Christian spirituality in order to discover the importance of meditation on God’s word. The Law of Moses teaches it. The book of Psalms teaches it. Jesus himself teaches it. At the same time, later Christian spiritual writers have given us some helpful practical advice about daily meditation from the heart, including how to do it.

			

			
				Set Aside Time Every Day for Meditation

				The first thing that needs to be said is that prayerful meditation on the Bible takes time. It cannot be rushed. Exactly how much time will differ from person to person, depending on one’s state in life, age, health, occupation, and familial or professional duties. However, the common teaching of the spiritual classics is about an hour of prayer and meditation each day.

				For example, in his adaptation of the Spiritual Exercises for ordinary working people, the sixteenth-century Spanish writer Ignatius of Loyola recommends that “a person who is involved in public affairs or pressing occupations” should devote “an hour and a half each day” to prayer and meditation on Scripture.12 Along similar lines, consider the advice of Francis de Sales’ classic Introduction to the Devout Life, which was explicitly written for “ordinary” Christians living in the world:

				
					I especially counsel you to practice mental prayer, the prayer of the heart…. Set aside an hour every day before the midday meal, if possible, early in the morning, when your mind is less distracted and fresher after the night’s rest.13

				

			
				Clearly, both Ignatius and Francis expect ordinary Christians who are serious about making spiritual progress to do more than just “say their prayers” before meals or before they go to bed at night. Just as a person who wants to grow in bodily strength will need to devote at least an hour a day to regular physical exercise, so, too, anyone who really wants to grow spiritually. This is why Ignatius himself begins his famous book Spiritual Exercises by stating that “just as taking a walk, journeying on foot, and running are bodily exercises, so we call Spiritual Exercises every way of preparing and disposing the soul to rid itself of all inordinate attachments and, after their removal, of seeking and finding the will of God in the disposition of

				
				
					
				

				
			

			
				
				Be Faithful to Meditation, and Resolve to Continue

				
				
					
				

				
			

			
				Begin with the Lord’s Prayer and the Gospels
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