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Meditating for a Change:  
Embracing a Lost Art
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In pastoral ministry one difficulty that regularly predominates is the  
failure to follow through. We routinely see those we counsel struggling 
with the inability to turn commitment into reality, ambition into action, 
lofty ideals into life lived. Something seemed so clear and obvious in 
conversation last week. It even led to a concrete and determined plan of 
action for the week to come. And yet those ambitions remain unrealized. 
One week on and there has been no change whatsoever. The failures of 
the week before have been repeated in the week that followed.

What I’ve described isn’t just a struggle in the lives of those we coun-
sel. We see it in our own lives, too. A Sunday sermon that proved so 
moving and created such good and godly resolutions becomes a dis-
tant memory by Monday evening. No impression remains. No spiritual 
transformation takes place. Nothing has changed. 

We all know the frustration that arises from the failure to follow 
through. We are all in the battle for consistency. In this battle to live 
out the things we so confidently affirm, one weapon at our disposal is 
strangely overlooked. It is the discipline of Christian meditation, which 



 MEDITATING FOR A CHANGE: EMBRACING A LOST ART | MIDGLEY 21

was a central practice in the Puritans’ spiritual life. Today, meditation has 
become a forgotten and neglected art. 

I believe we would do well to reclaim this art. Therefore, I will make 
the case for how we can recapture this practice. We will consider first 
the definition, then the goal, and finally the practice of Christian medi-
tation—both in relation to our own personal lives and in the work of 
counseling ministry. 

The Definition of Christian Meditation
The Puritan writer Thomas Watson provides this simple definition of 
meditation: “A holy exercise of the mind whereby we bring the truths 
of God to remembrance, and do seriously 
ponder upon them and apply them to 
ourselves.”1

It is clear that a key element in Wat-
son’s definition is the issue of applica-
tion—ensuring that the content of the 
Bible makes its impact not just upon the 
mind but also upon the heart and will. Truth that has been carefully 
uncovered in God’s Word journeys downwards, as it were, right into the 
heart in order that it can take root deeply and richly. 

So far, so good. This description seems like something any serious 
Christian would want. But do we really need meditation to achieve 
such a thing? The very use of the word meditation will feel like a barrier 
to many because such a word suggests something out of the ordinary. 
Might Christian meditation, then, be an optional and somewhat esoteric 
pursuit for those at the more intense end of Christian spirituality? Not 
according to the Puritan Edmund Calamy. This was his belief:

The meditation of holy and heavenly things is a work 
that God requires at the hands of all people. [The] God 
that requires you to pray, requires you to meditate as 
well as pray. Yet, there are few Christians who believe 
this doctrine, that God [who] requires you to hear 

1. Thomas Watson, Heaven Taken by Storm (Morgan, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 2000), 23.

Meditation is 
commended right at 
the very start of the 
Psalter.
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sermons… requires you to meditate on the sermons 
you hear.2

The language of requires certainly seems very strong. But Thomas Wat-
son agrees. He goes so far to say that:

A Christian without meditation is like a soldier without 
arms, or a workman without tools. Without medita-
tion, the truths of God will not stay with us; the heart 
is hard, and the memory slippery, and without medita-
tion all is lost.3

If Calamy and Watson are right, then the neglect of Christian medi-
tation in contemporary evangelical Christianity is much more than a 
curious historical quirk. Its absence becomes a fault line running right 
through the heart of the vast majority of evangelical believers and their 
churches. It’s a great hazard. 

But are they right? What grounds are there for thinking that Chris-
tian meditation should hold such a prominent place in our Christian 
spirituality? If it really is as important as these Puritan writers seem to 
think, wouldn’t we expect to find that the Bible itself urges the practice 
upon us? Well, in fact, the Bible does exactly that. 

Meditation, we discover, is commended right at the very start of the 
Psalter. 

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. (Ps 1:1–2)

By placing this reflection right at the very start of the book of Psalms, it is 
as if we are given a framework or guideline for reading all of the psalms. 
The blessed person in Psalm 1 establishes a pattern for us: according to 
the Lord, the way to blessing is through meditative contemplation upon 

2. Edmund Calamy and C. Matthew McMahon, The Art of Divine Meditation (Puritan 
Publications, 2019), 29.

3. Thomas Watson, The Sermons of Thomas Watson (Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria, 1990), 
238.



To continue reading this article, visit ccef.org/jbc to purchase the individual 
journal issue or subscribe to the Journal of Biblical Counseling.

The Journal of Biblical Counseling 

(ISSN: 1063-2166) is published by:

Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation 

1803 East Willow Grove Avenue

Glenside, PA 19038

www.ccef.org

Copyright © 2020 CCEF

All rights reserved.




