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  Why another book on meditation now? This book on Christian and biblical meditation grows out of my own personal experience with meditation. A number of years ago, when my family and I were facing some times of turbulence and stress, I was drawn—providentially, I believe—to an extended time of meditation on the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. Morning after morning, for about a six-month period, I slowly and prayerfully, without any particular agenda, reflected on the words and verses of this great exposition of God’s eternal purposes for his people, rooted in eternity past and reaching into eternity future. This time of reflection, linking the truths of Ephesians to other texts in the biblical canon, was my own discovery of the spiritually satisfying and ancient practice of biblical meditation, though I was not really familiar with the history of this ancient Christian practice at the time. This six-month period of sustained meditation on this biblical text was one of the most—indeed, perhaps the most—spiritually transformative experience of my own Christian pilgrimage. New insights into the meaning of life in Christ, of God’s plan for his people, and as significantly, a quiet but very real sense of being directly in the presence of God, came out of this very special time. Now, years later, I wish to bolster this spiritually transformative experience of biblical meditation with subsequent research in biblical and systematic theology, our contemporary cultural context, comparative religion, and cognitive sciences and neurosciences, with a view to sharing these insights with pastors, seminarians and all those who are followers of Jesus and interested in a deeper and more reflective encounter with God through the holy Scriptures.




  Beyond my own personal experience, I see at least six factors today that would seem to make a fresh investigation of the theological roots of biblical meditation a timely project for the contemporary church. First, the renewal of interest in the spiritual disciplines in evangelical Protestant circles in the last generation, and especially since the publication of Richard Foster’s seminal book of 1978, Celebration of Discipline. Second, the growing religious pluralism of American culture and the growing interest in Asian religions and Buddhist and Hindu meditation practices. Third, the secularization of American culture and concerns for biblical illiteracy in society and the churches. Fourth, growing awareness and concern about the impact of the Internet and digital media on reading habits, the ability to concentrate and to focus the mind, and on levels of personal distraction and stress. Fifth, new scientific research in the fields of neuroscience and cognitive science that have studied the effects of meditation on the brain and personal health. Sixth, trends in biblical and systematic theology, including the renewal of interest in trinitarian theology and union with Christ, that have yet to be systematically integrated into a theology supporting ancient Christian practices such as meditating on Scripture.




  I write this book out of a firm conviction that the practice of biblical meditation can be an invaluable source of spiritual growth and renewal for any Christian, and that such practices are especially vital for pastors, priests, seminarians, missionaries, teachers and other Christian workers who constantly face the challenges of stress, burnout and spiritual dryness in the midst of the demands of ministry.




  The plan of this book is as follows: first, I will survey the larger cultural context in which the Bible is read, examining the six factors noted above; second, I will propose a new understanding of the nature and practice of biblical meditation as communion with God who is really present to the reader—based on a biblical and theological framework focusing on the doctrines of union with Christ and inaugurated eschatology. In the course of this discussion I will also be arguing for a rehabilitation of the ancient fourfold sense of Scripture (literal or historical-grammatical sense, moral or ethical sense, tropological or christological sense, and the anagogical or heavenly sense), understood in relation to the New Testament teachings concerning the believer’s union with Christ and the “already” aspects of the kingdom of God inaugurated with the death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, and the coming of the Holy Spirit: the kingdom of God has already begun to arrive, and the risen Jesus is present with his people in the Spirit.




  In connection with this proposed retrieval of the ancient and patristic fourfold sense of Scripture, I will also argue for a fresh understanding in evangelical Protestant circles of the notions of metaphor, symbol and imagination. In the course of this argument I will be drawing from modern research in the cognitive sciences and neurosciences that provides support for what I will propose as a whole-brain method of biblical meditation, integrating both words and images. I will also be presenting arguments based on concepts and analogies drawn from the Internet and digital media that provide new ways of conceptualizing how God is really present to the believing community in worship and in the devotional reading of Scripture.




  In the third and final section of this book I will present the practical applications of the previous theological framework, outlining actual meditation practices at three different levels of proficiency: first, a simple, introductory method of biblical meditation focused on a single biblical text; second, an intermediate-level method of whole-brain meditation, linking two or more texts on a biblical theme, bringing together both concepts and images; and third, a more advanced method of worldview meditation: the “five practices of right comprehension,” a method of meditation that encompasses the essentials of a comprehensive Christian worldview that can reinforce the practices of both the introductory and intermediate-level methods. This section on practice will provide practical suggestions on how to meditate and illustrations with specific biblical texts and passages. The bibliography and appendixes will provide further resources for those who wish to deepen their understanding and practice of biblical meditation.
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  A Renaissance of Interest in the Spiritual Disciplines




  The publication of Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline (1978) and of Dallas Willard’s The Spirit of the Disciplines (1988) sparked a renewal of interest in spiritual disciplines in evangelical circles that has continued unabated to the present day.[1] This renewal of interest in the spiritual disciplines in Protestant circles can be seen in the context of an earlier renewal of interest in Scripture study and classic practices such as the meditative reading of Scripture in Roman Catholicism encouraged by the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). In the “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation” the council “earnestly and specifically” urged “all the Christian faithful, too, especially the religious, to learn by frequent reading of the divine Scriptures the ‘excelling knowledge of Jesus Christ’ (Phil 3:8). ‘For ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.’”[2] The ancient monastic practice of a prayerful, meditative reading of Scripture that had been languishing a bit in the modern period was newly energized in monastic and scholarly Roman Catholic circles by the council’s encouragement.[3]




  The renewal of interest in more contemplative forms of spirituality in evangelical circles reflected a growing sense that the more activistic elements of the tradition—preaching, programs, meetings—were still leaving many pastors and laypeople less than fully nourished spiritually. Many resonated with the observations of Peter Scazzero, a busy and successful pastor of New Life Fellowship, a large multiracial church in Queens, New York. Too many Christians today, he noted, feel “overscheduled, tense, frantic, preoccupied, fatigued, and starved for time. . . . We are too active for the kind of reflection needed to sustain a life of love with God and others.”[4]




  Other thoughtful evangelical leaders were increasingly realizing that spiritual disciplines such as meditation on Scripture were essential for the lasting personal growth and spiritual transformation that many were desiring but not experiencing. “We evangelicals are deeply committed to the Gospel, evangelism, and missions. Rumor has it, however, that spiritual hunger is endemic in the church,” observed Bruce Dema­rest, professor of Christian formation at Denver Seminary. “The evangelical church has not been suffering from a lack of effort,” according to Demarest, “but our regimens of sanctification may be too programmatic, activist, and fast. We engage in considerable religious activity with uncertain levels of transformation.”[5]




  Seminary students at times find that the academic study of the Bible and the time demands of graduate theological education leave them spiritually dry and frustrated. One student at an evangelical seminary in the United States stated in an interview that at times the seminary’s




  emphasis on academic excellence . . . creates a campus climate where attaining spiritual depth is difficult. . . . Professors encourage students to have an intimate relationship with God, but the amount of work assigned is so great and the other commitments required of students are so numerous, this becomes a virtual impossibility. . . . I get the sense that many of my fellow students are going into ministry equipped to parse, translate, and exegete, but spiritually dead or distant from the God who speaks in and through the text.[6]




  In a recent extensive internal study the leadership of the influential Willow Creek Community Church in South Barrington, Illinois, found to its surprise that significant numbers of their most active members and attendees reported feeling stalled in their spiritual lives, despite the rich and diverse menu of programs and activities at the church. “We were not prepared to discover that so many people are stalled in their spiritual lives, and certainly not prepared to find that some of our best disciples were among those most dissatisfied with the church,” stated the lead authors of the Reveal self-study. “We were also surprised that personal spiritual practices played such a critical role—showing up as the primary catalyst for growth in the most advanced spiritual segments.”[7] The Willow Creek leadership team concluded that “Our people need to learn to feed themselves through personal spiritual practices that allow them to deepen their relationship to Christ.”[8]




  A younger generation of evangelical Christians who are increasingly committed to ministries of social justice are also realizing that to sustain such commitments inner spiritual depth and staying power are needed. “Our experience with social justice has led us to see,” noted Evan Howard, “that outer change without inner change has little staying power and often leads to burnout for those devoting themselves to kingdom work. We are ready for a good dose of inner spiritual transformation.”[9]




  The need for more effective means of personal spiritual transformation has also been highlighted by evangelical advocates of social justice such as Ron Sider. In The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience Sider noted that standards of personal behavior by many self-identified evangelical Christians in America do not seem to be very different from that of non-Christians. White evangelicals are the people who are most likely to object to neighbors of another race; evangelical youth differ little from their peers in areas such as premarital sexual activity; divorce rates are higher in the southern United States, where conservative Protestants make up a higher percentage of the population than elsewhere in the country; a large study by the Christian Reformed Church found that physical and sexual abuse were as common as in the general population.[10] Such findings would appear to support the conclusion that attending church and hearing good sermons, while certainly of great value, do not in themselves lead to the deeper encounters with God through the Scriptures that produce lasting personal transformation.




  Religious Pluralism in America




  The Salad Bar of Spiritual Practices




  A formerly “Christian America” that could be described in terms of “Protestant, Catholic, Jew” can now be described as “the world’s most religiously diverse nation.”[11] In 1965 President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the Immigration and Naturalization Act, opening America’s doors to immigrants from Asia, who had been excluded since 1924.[12] Linked in spirit to the Civil Rights Act, which had been passed the year before, this action brought waves of immigrants from Southeast Asia, India, Korea, China and Japan—and with them the Buddhist, Hindu and other Eastern religions and practices of their countries of origin. Americans, during the socially turbulent 1960s, could now choose from a tantalizing and exotic menu of Eastern meditative practices that heretofore had been primarily known only to a scholarly elite. More than ever, it would seem, Christians who are interested in cultivating spiritual depth and new spiritual practices need some guidance on which forms of spirituality to pursue and some help in rediscovering a classic spiritual practice—meditating on Scripture—that is in fact an important but neglected part of their own Protestant heritage.




  Eastern meditation arrived on America’s shores most visibly in the forms of Transcendental Meditation, yoga and various Buddhist traditions—Zen, Theravada and Tibetan.[13] While in absolute numbers and percentage of the North American population, both Buddhism and Hinduism are relatively small (Buddhists: 1.1 percent; Hindus: .5 percent),[14] both of these Eastern religious traditions have had impacts far beyond what these small numbers would suggest, due in part to the facts that Buddhists and Hindus in the United States tend to be more highly educated and more affluent than the general population, concentrated in the urban areas and centers of cultural influence, and represent exotic alternatives to Christianity that many spiritual seekers find attractive.[15]




  Transcendental Meditation (TM) was introduced to the West during the late 1950s by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, an Indian guru trained in the Advaita Vedanta or monistic stream of Hinduism. His teachings in the United States attracted increasing attention during the 1960s, especially after celebrities such as the Beatles, Mia Farrow and Jane Fonda were trained in his meditative techniques.[16] Presented as a technique, like speed reading, that could help the practitioner achieve stress reduction, concentration and health benefits, TM had been introduced to about one million Americans by 1975.[17] The Maharishi went on to establish Maharishi International University in Iowa in 1974 to propagate his teachings and practices, and by the end of the century had established centers in 108 countries and had trained some six million people in his basic meditation courses.[18]




  All the major Buddhist traditions—Theravada, Zen, Tibetan—and their meditation practices are represented in America. Within an hour’s drive from downtown Washington, D.C., one can find Buddhist temples and monks from Thailand, Vietnam, Japan, Korea, Sri Lanka and Tibet.[19] In any large bookstore such as Barnes and Noble, one is likely to find more titles on the shelves by the Dalai Lama than by Billy Graham or Pope Benedict. Since receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, the Dalai Lama (Tenzin Gyatso), the leader of Tibetan Buddhism, has become something of a “religious rock star” in America, spreading the dharma on college campuses and universities and maintaining a high and favorable profile in the media. Tibetan Buddhist meditation practices are taught at study centers such as the Nyingma Institute in Berkeley, California, and the even larger school in Boulder, Colorado, the Naropa Institute. Buddhist publishing houses such as Shambhala Press, Wisdom Publications and Dharma Publishing are furnishing a growing stream of books on Buddhist thought and meditation for the American religious market.[20]




  Diana Eck has observed that there are now at least four Buddhist meditation centers within a five-mile radius of Harvard Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Of the hundreds of seekers who frequent these centers, some would call themselves Buddhists, but many are likely to be from some Christian background—Methodist, Catholic, Episcopalian. “This serious ‘crossing over’ into the spiritual terrain of an Eastern religious tradition,” Eck notes, “is one of the most important spiritual movements of today.” According to Eck, a leading scholar of religious pluralism, Buddhist meditation “is becoming an important strand of Christian spirituality.”[21] This so-called phenomenon of “crossing over”—Christians adopting Buddhist and other religions’ spiritual practices—can be a symptom of ignorance of one’s own spiritual heritage and a further reason to retrieve a Christian and biblical theology and practice of meditation.




  As part of her research Eck has interviewed Roman Catholic teachers such as William Johnston, Anthony de Mello and John Main, who have brought Buddhist and Hindu practices into their own practices of Christian prayer and meditation.[22] The Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, in a pastoral letter, “Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on Some Aspects of Christian Meditation,” cautioned Roman Catholics to avoid the dangers of spiritual syncretism that could attend an uncritical appropriation of Eastern meditation practices.[23]




  At this point a Christian reader of this book—especially, perhaps, an evangelical Protestant reader—may be wondering, Must I “go East” in order to learn how to meditate? This only increases my suspicion of the whole business of “meditation.” The question is a fair one. Over thirty years ago the Christian psychologist Paul Vitz made the following observations about the American religious landscape, and his observations seem if anything more timely than ever:




  The search for transcendence . . . is now firmly begun. Browse in any bookstore. . . . Here are the books on Buddhism, the Tao, I Ching, Transcendental Meditation, altered states of consciousness, Yoga, and so on. We are all aware of the Eastern religious revival. The country is full of holy men—Sri Chinmoy, Maharishi, Yogi Gupta, Baba Ram Dass. . . . But where are the Christian holy ones? Where are the Christian mystical messengers to our pagan universities and suburbs?[24]




  Indeed, where are the Christian “holy ones”? This book is written in the conviction that the Christian tradition has its own very rich heritage of meditative and contemplative practice, and that this heritage should be freshly discovered and appreciated by many Christians today.




  Evangelical Christians are understandably wary of uncritically adopting Eastern religious practices, but as Simon Chan has reminded us, evangelical Protestantism has its own rich heritage of biblical meditation, and this heritage needs to be retrieved and adapted to today’s spiritual needs.[25] Over forty Puritan authors and their successors in the Puritan and Reformed tradition wrote treatises and sermons on biblical meditation, among which could be mentioned the following: Thomas Boston, Duty and Advantage of Solemn Meditation; William Bridge, The Work and Way of Meditation; William Bates, On Divine Meditation; Thomas Manton, [Ten] Sermons Upon Genesis 24:63 (“Isaac went out to the field one evening to meditate”); Thomas Watson, A Christian on the Mount; or, a Treatise Concerning Meditation; Robert L. Dabney, Meditation as a Means of Grace; William G. T. Shedd, Religious Meditation, in Sermons to the Spiritual Man.[26]




  According to Joel Beeke, a Netherlands Reformed minister in Grand Rapids and student of the Puritans, for the Puritans, meditation was a solemn obligation and duty for every serious Christian: “One cannot be a Christian without meditation,” in the Puritan view. Without meditation, “Preaching won’t benefit us, our prayers won’t be effective, and we will be unable to defend the truth.” For them, meditation was the duty that gave rise to all other Christian duties and “lubricated” all the other means of grace.[27]




  Meditation and Communion with God seeks, from an explicitly biblical and Christian point of view, to promote a form of Christian meditation based on a robust biblical and Christian theology, and informed by insights from recent scientific research and interreligious studies, where such insights are consistent with the core teachings of the Christian faith.




  Biblical Illiteracy in America




  Pastor David Platt’s fifty-five-minute Sunday sermons at the Church at Brook Hills in Birmingham, Alabama, are, needless to say, much longer than the typical sermon in American churches. During his travels Platt was deeply impressed by Chinese underground house church Bible study sessions that, under threat of persecution, could last as long as twelve hours at a single sitting.[28] Inspired by this example, Platt started “Secret Church” meetings at his church starting at 6 p.m., preaching on a single topic such as the atonement or Old Testament survey until midnight; such events have become so popular that Platt has had to require advance tickets for admission.[29]




  In the culture at large, however, much anecdotal evidence indicates that biblical illiteracy is pervasive in the United States today. The reality of biblical illiteracy—in a nation awash in Bibles—is yet another reason that American Christians should be rediscovering the ancient, time-tested ways of spending more time with Scripture, rather than less.




  A cover story in Time magazine in 2007 reported that only about one-half of U.S. adults could name one of the four Gospels, and that fewer than half could identify Genesis as the first book of the Bible.[30] More careful studies by the Barna Research Group have given credibility to such concerns. In a year-in-review study conducted in 2009, the Barna researchers discovered that most Americans, by the time they reach the age of thirteen or fourteen, believe that they know much of what the Bible has to teach and have little further interest in learning more biblical content.[31] The Barna studies have also documented a pervasive eclecticism and individualism in the way many Americans read the Bible. “The Christian faith is less a life perspective that challenges the supremacy of individualism as it is a faith being defined through individualism,” the researchers concluded.[32] Many Americans are prone to a “cut-and-paste” spirituality, embracing an “unpredictable and contradictory body of beliefs,” with “feelings and emotions . . . more significant than information-based exercises such as listening to preaching and participating in Bible study.”[33]




  While studies of biblical literacy in the general population are of interest, more to the point for readers of this book are questions such as How much time do Christians in America spend reading the Bible? Light has been shed on this significant question by the study “Biblical Literacy and Spiritual Growth: Survey Results,” conducted by the Center for Biblical Engagement in Lincoln, Nebraska.[34] This study, based on 8,665 respondents across the United States, of which 99.7 percent were self-identified “followers of Jesus Christ” (and 75 percent identifying as followers for ten or more years), found that 85 percent of the respondents said they read the Bible more than once a week; about one-half reported reading the Bible for thirty minutes per session, but only one in ten reported reading the Bible for more than thirty minutes in a session. The study found that those who read the Bible at least four times a week were less likely to engage in behaviors such as gambling, pornography, alcohol abuse, and sex outside of marriage. The researchers also concluded that “time spent in the Word correlates with an individual’s spiritual growth, including his or her knowledge of the Bible and attempts to share his or her faith.”[35]




  When the survey respondents were asked why they did not spend more time reading the Bible, the most common response was that they were too busy. In connection with this sense of the rushed nature of modern American life, an item in a recent Zondervan ChurchSource catalog caught my attention: an advertisement for the Busy Dad’s Bible: Daily Inspiration Even If You Only Have One Minute. The ad assured the reader that this Bible for busy dads, packed with “one-minute thought starters” could be the “perfect support for the time-starved dad who longs to connect with God to find wisdom and encouragement.”[36] I sincerely hope that busy dads who use this Bible do indeed find at least one minute’s spiritual nourishment—but I hope even more in this book to promote a more reflective and leisurely engagement with Scripture in real meditation! The data just cited in the Center for Biblical Engagement survey is consistent with the conclusion that the practice of biblical meditation contributes significantly to a Christian’s spiritual growth and is more likely to lead to personal transformation than more superficial forms of engagement with the Bible.




  Reading the Bible in an Age of Information Overload




  Kord Campbell, a California software entrepreneur, goes to sleep with his laptop or iPhone on his chest, and goes online shortly after waking up. Then he works from his office with two computer screens buzzing with emails, instant messages, online chats, an active Web browser and files of computer codes that he is writing.[37] His wife Brenda says that Kord at times forgets dinner plans, craves the stimulation that he gets from his digital gadgets and struggles with focusing on his family. According to Brenda, “It seems like he can no longer be fully in the moment.”[38]




  Kord and Brenda’s situation is not that unusual in a culture struggling with the challenges of information overload. Recent studies have indicated that already by 2008, Americans were consuming three times as much information each day as they did in 1960.[39] The amount of data generated by the Internet, computers, research labs, sensors, cameras and phones has been growing at a compound rate of 60 percent annually, and as of 2008, American households were being bombarded with thirty-four gigabytes of information per person per day, the biggest “information hogs” being video games and television.[40]




  In a recent five-year period there has been an enormous increase in media use among young people, with the average adolescent spending over seven and a half hours each day, seven days a week, consuming various forms of media.[41] When multitasking is taken into account, these youths actually pack ten hours and forty-five minutes of media use into those seven and a half hours. Every type of media use except reading has increased in the last ten years.[42]




  This enormous explosion in the sheer quantity of information we are exposed to in the modern world is having important qualitative effects on our health and relationships, on how we read, learn and pay attention, and even how we construct and nurture our sense of personal identity. Information overload also has crucial implications for how we read the Bible and makes a slow, unhurried and reflective reading of Scripture more vital than ever.




  Modern information technology makes our lives easier in some ways and vastly increases our access to information, but also can increase our levels of stress with the relentless flow of messages that distract us, interrupt us and call for immediate attention. One recent study found that the typical computer user at work checks email or changes windows or other programs nearly thirty-seven times each hour.[43] Such constant interruptions take their psychic toll. Careful studies of multitasking are now showing that such fragmented attention impedes learning and long-term retention of information.[44]




  The Internet and other digital technologies are now changing the way many people read. Nicholas Carr has cited research that shows that Web pages are typically skimmed, not read from start to finish, in an “F” pattern that scans the first two lines and then zips down the page, looking for snippets of useful information.[45] The online environment, according to Carr, is one that “promotes cursory reading, hurried and distracted thinking, and superficial learning.”[46] Carr’s concerns are not unduly alarmist but are in fact supported by a significant body of research. After an extensive review of the research literature, educational psychologist Patricia Greenfield concluded that while the Internet and video games can enhance certain forms of “visual intelligence,” the cognitive cost is high: “The cost seems to be deep processing: mindful knowledge acquisition, inductive analysis, critical thinking, imagination, and reflection”—exactly the types of cognitive skills that are increasingly important in today’s complex, information-rich world.[47]




  The Internet and social media such as Facebook and Twitter can be not only sources of distraction and time consumption, but can subtly affect the shaping of our personal identities and character. Sherry Turkle, an MIT professor, interviewed some four hundred children and parents to document their cell phone and social media usage for her book Alone Together.[48] She discovered that among many of these young people the sense of self was increasingly




  becoming externally manufactured rather than internally developed . . . because you’re . . . creating something for others’ consumption, you find yourself imagining and playing to your audience more and more. So those moments in which you’re supposed to be showing your true self become a performance.[49]




  On the other hand, in moments of reflective and prayerful meditation on Scripture, we can be ourselves in the presence of the One who truly knows us, before whom we do not need to perform, and who seeks communion with us in a “friend” relationship deeper than Facebook can provide. Meditation can provide a much needed island of authenticity in the midst of the ocean of digital media.




  The challenge of dealing with information overload in an Internet age is a very visible manifestation of a larger cultural problem: the rushed nature of modern life and a cult of speed, efficiency and production. “Today we are addicted to speed, to cramming more and more into every minute,” notes Carl Honore, author of the bestselling book In Praise of Slow.[50] “This roadrunner culture,” he says, “is taking a toll on everything from our health, diet and work to our communities, relationships and the environment.”[51] The “Slow Movement,” which began in Italy in the 1990s as a reaction to fast food, is an attempt to push back against the cult of speed and has spawned daughter movements such as Slow Travel, Slow Dating and Slow Reading. John Miedema, author of Slow Reading, has pointed out the obvious: “Our attention can only manage so many stimuli. With the endless stream of information fed to us in modern life, our attention is compromised . . . The web . . . displaces time and attention we might spend really savoring a good read.”[52] Digital technologies and the Internet are not themselves the root of the problem, he argues; the real problems “are our weakness for speed and attempts to attend to too many things at once. We cannot accelerate our lives indefinitely. At some point we have to slow down to get a handle on our information.”[53]




  The historic Christian practice of meditating on Scripture is, of course, just such an example of “slow reading.” In the face of today’s rushed lives and information overload, such slow reading of the Word of God seems more important than ever. Some texts we may skim for information, other texts we may browse for entertainment, but in our meditation on Scripture, we are seeking communion and friendship with God for its own sake and for the sake of our souls. What is being encouraged in this book is not avoidance of digital and Internet technologies—an impossible and counterproductive stance—but rather a more reflective and intentional use of them, and a slower, more contemplative reading of Scripture. As Wen Stephenson, formerly an editor for the Atlantic Monthly, has noted, today’s media environment requires a “new kind of self-discipline, a willed and practiced ability to focus, in a purposeful and almost meditative sense—to step away from the network and seek stillness, immersion.”[54] The discipline of meditating on Scripture can develop cognitive skills of awareness, attentiveness and concentration that can be transferred profitably to our other daily activities.




  Scientific Studies of Meditation




  Health, Medicine and Neuroscience




  Any argument—such as the present one—for the recovery of a Christian practice of meditation today needs to take into account the rapidly increasing body of scientific studies of meditation and advances in neuroscience that have taken place since the 1950s. Insofar as these studies shed light on how the brain processes words and images, how the brain stores memories and how prayer and meditation affect the brain, they may yield important insights that can be integrated with a biblical and theological understanding of Christian meditation.




  During the 1950s researchers conducted brain studies of practitioners of yoga in India and of Zen meditators in Japan; during the 1970s hundreds of studies were conducted in the United States on practitioners of Transcendental Meditation.[55] Since the 1990s these studies have been broadened to include further research on Zen Buddhist, Tibetan Buddhist, Theravada Buddhist (Vipassana), Hindu, Chinese, (Tai Chi; Qi Qong) and Christian forms of meditation, and academic researchers at various leading universities have focused on the interface between neuroscience and spiritual practices.[56] Notable in this regard were the “Mind and Life” meetings at MIT in 2003, and a November 2005 meeting cosponsored by the Georgetown School of Medicine and the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, bringing together for dialogue the Dalai Lama, other Buddhist scholars, and neuroscientists.[57]




  The growth of this research has been fueled by a convergence of several cultural factors: new advances in scientific instrumentation, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI); the influx of Eastern religions into the United States since the 1960s; the growing appetite for various forms of “spirituality” and meditative practices; and the burgeoning interest in the connections between spirituality and health.




  The technique of electroencephalography (EEG), which measures electrical potentials on the human scalp, was first used in 1929 and has been continuously used, especially since the 1950s, in studies of meditation and brain activity.[58] Since the 1990s functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) techniques have been the instruments of choice for many neuroscientists studying meditation, for this technology enables the researcher to track blood flow in the brain in real time and to determine which parts of the brain are being activated as the subject thinks, feels and reacts to external stimuli or engages in meditative practices.[59]




  Awareness by the general public of the interface between neuroscience and meditation is largely the result of a growing body of research on the connections between spiritual practices, including meditation, and physical and emotional health. A pioneer in this area has been Dr. Herbert Benson, a faculty member of the Harvard Medical School, and author of the bestselling book The Relaxation Response (1975). Using his studies of practitioners of Transcendental Meditation, Benson adapted this Eastern practice to secular contexts and argued that ten to twenty minutes of daily meditative practice, involving a quiet environment, the repetition of a meaningful word or phrase, a passive attitude and a comfortable position could produce significant health benefits such as stress reduction and decreased risks of high blood pressure, heart attack and stroke.[60]




  Since Benson’s pioneering efforts in the 1970s the therapeutic use of meditation in medical settings has become mainstream in the United States, with many researchers supporting the claim that meditation can be beneficial to health.[61] In the Oxford Handbook of Religion and Health, for example, Harold Koenig, Michael McCullough and David Larson give extensive documentation of studies on the use of meditation in the treatment of coronary heart disease, hypertension and substance abuse.[62]




  Dr. Andrew Newberg of the Center for Spirituality and the Mind at the University of Pennsylvania, based on his neuroscientific research over the last thirty years, concluded that meditation and intensive prayer can “permanently strengthen neural functioning in specific parts of the brain that are involved with lowering anxiety and depression, enhancing social awareness and empathy, and improving cognitive and intellectual functioning.”[63] Meditation can activate neural connections that protect the brain from some of the negative effects of aging and stress, and also give greater control over the emotions.[64]




  The mainstream nature of Newberg’s neuroscientific research on meditation and spiritual practices is reflected by the existence of a growing number of such mind-body research centers around the country: the Duke University Center for Spirituality, Theology, and Health; the Center for Spirituality and Health at the University of Florida; the Institute for Religion and Health at the Texas Medical Center; the Center for Mindfulness at the University of Massachusetts; the University of Virginia Mindfulness Center; and the Center for Spirituality and Healing at the University of Minnesota, to name only a few.[65]
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