A Simple Guide to Meditative Living for the Seminarians
Introduction
Normally in our Christian context “Meditation” is connected with intellectual or mental reflection on the Word of God, life of Christ, Mother Mary, Saints, etc., which definitely is intended to achieve clarity in understanding and deepening of faith. This approach to prayer life largely dwells on the intellectual domain and when seriously pursued leads one to faith conviction and a corresponding moral life. This is the general western approach to faith and prayer life, which is born out of too much concern for presenting everything connected with faith rationally and accommodating it within the well controlled orthodox system. In such an approach what is largely missed out is “the emotional” and “affective” aspects. “God is love” (1 John 4:7) is the clearest and the most realistic statement in the Bible about God. “Love” is the most powerful emotion in human beings and everyone longs to receive and give it. In expressing love the whole human being (body, soul, mind and heart) is involved and the intellectual or thinking side exercises minimum role. This applies to prayer life too, for it is a life of intimacy with God. In our seminaries, liturgy is conditioned by so much of fast reading and explanations and often without paying much attention to what is heard. 
In an evaluation with a group of students in formation recently, it was said that out of a total three hours of prayer both personal and communitarian in a day, a student really involves in prayer less than one hour. In a month, out of ninety hours of prayer one is really praying only for thirty hours. That means so much of our prayer time is not properly used. If a person prays deeply one hour a day at a stretch it is a big progress. But it is not the case with us for it is distributed through the whole day, which is not enough for a person who aspires to be religious. Does this not call our immediate attention to do something about it? In the context of minor seminaries it is said that the students are learning to read together and is it not a good community exercise? Yes! It is. But we should not be satisfied with that. Minor seminary is the place where we need to introduce the students to deeper forms of prayer which touch and transform the person from within. “Meditation” practiced every day could be an effective means of deeper prayer life and holistic transformation which is testified and proved in all religious traditions both east and west. The saints of these traditions are all known for their contemplative spirit. For the religious who choose to become “God centered persons”, meditation is a God-sent means to achieve the goal. 
Meditation in the Bible
In the Old Testament the word “Meditation” occurs at least twenty times. Two Hebrew words are used to mean meditation namely “haghah” and “sichah” which means “to sigh”, “to repeat in one’s mind”. When the OT talks about meditation it actually means “a lasting special awareness”, for it is taking place day and night (Jos 1:8; Pss 1:2; 119:11). It is done on bed, on the watches of the night (Ps 63:6). The center of attention in meditation is God and his Law (Jos 1:8; Pss 119:23, 28, 48, 52, 117; 145:5; Sir 6:37). One meditates on the secret of the Lord (Sir 39:7), on the goodness of the Lord (Wis 12:22), on the wonderful deeds of the Lord (Pss 77:12; 143:5; 145:5) on the glorious splendor of the majesty of the Lord (Ps 145:5), on his steadfast love (Ps 48:9). Most of the references are from the Psalms, the most devotional book of the bible.
In the Western Christian tradition
 In our western Christian tradition “meditation” means reflection or contemplation, which comes from the Latin word “Meditatio”. Its root meaning derives from the word “Mete” which means “Measure”. Therefore, meditation can be interpreted as “Realizing” or “Knowing”, for what is measured is known, or within one’s reach. It is realizing or knowing and being in the presence of God. It is here the mind and body are brought to “rest”, a “rest with the Lord”; the interior eyes begin to gaze at God. It is a form of “quite prayer”, without petition, since it is said “He knows already your needs” (Mt 6:8). “Be still and know that I am God” (Ps 46:10) is God’s call to all his seekers, to which one gives an appropriate response with interior silence and stillness. 
In the Eastern Christian Tradition

Before the West, the Eastern Christianity explored meditative prayer, called “Jesus Prayer” or “Prayer of the Heart”. It is repetition of certain short prayers like “Lord have mercy”. The most famous of these short prayers is “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner” (based on Lk 18:13). It was mainly practiced by the Desert Fathers. A beginner is supposed to recite this prayer like a “Mantra” in the heart a minimum of 500 times a day. St. Diadochos of the Eastern Church says that the heart after some time of practice, automatically repeats the prayer under the influence of the Holy Spirit. It was often repeated with a prayer rope (like our Rosary) called “Komvoschini”. It was a type of “Praying without ceasing” (Eph 6:18). Under this tradition “Hesychasm” a mystical prayer form practiced in certain circles involved “body postures” and “breath control”, which were considered as effective means of control over 
senses. They interpreted Christ’s injunction, “Go into your closet to pray” (Mt  6:6) to mean that one should ignore sensory input and withdraw inward. The fruit of this meditation is “mental ascesis” which is nothing but “thought control” or “keeping the Lord in our thoughts always”, which enables one to live with a constant focus on God. In the Indian traditions too “Dhyana”, “Samadhi” or “Pranayama” are practiced in a similar way for the same end in view.

Concentration on Breathing as a Means of Control of Thoughts

Mental ascesis or stillness can be easily realized by beginning to concentrate on our breath. “Breath” is connected to our thoughts. It can be observed from our own personal experience. When we have peaceful and happy thoughts, the breath is thin and slow; while they are frightening and unpleasant the breath is thick and fast. If we stop breathing for a moment we will notice that our thought flow slows down immediately. That is why “breath concentration” is used now even in the field of Psychiatry to treat anxiety disorders in human beings. It is the best and effective way to be in touch with one’s own feeling, inner world and to give our bodily and mental presence to a given environment fully. 
Many students complain that they are not able to pray deeply because they are assailed by disturbing thoughts.  Then why not we make use of this technique for our prayers? Of course concentration on our in-breath and out-breath does not automatically eliminate all thoughts from our minds. But our practice of giving attention to one point, namely, the breath, makes us capable of choosing what we want and reject what we do not want to pay attention to. We slowly become masters of our thought world from being slaves to it. It is the preliminary requirement for entering into any deeper levels of prayer. It creates inner silence which is the meeting place of God. Silence and presence of God are almost synonymous. 
“Breath” is connected to prayer in the Bible too. As we have seen, the Hebrew words for meditation mean “Sigh”.  In the NT, Paul talks about a deeper form of prayer with “sighs” too deep for words in Rom 8:26, “The Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words”. The Holy Spirit in Jn 20: 22 is “Breath”. In Gen 2:7 the clay man receives the “breath of God” in his nostrils and becomes alive and therefore, the breath in man is something of God, and so, that could best serve as the means of experiencing him in prayer.
There are seven types of meditation presented below. The goal of all these is to experience closeness and intimacy with God. As in some other religious traditions they are not merely meant to lead us to experience single-pointed concentration or to see the true nature of reality. Its aim is to make the meditator see clearly the self (the I) and God in the cave of his heart (the Thou) in order to enter into a deep and strong friendship with him. Among the seven meditations the first one, namely “You are God’s Temple” is the foundation for all others, for the meditator himself is the temple in which he meets God, feels his presence, absorbs his love and glory and radiates it to the outside world. In all other meditations, as temple he tries to experience God as light, water, cross, compassion, word, which are biblical metaphors for God’s presence. The methods adapted in these meditations are from our Indian traditions but an effort is made to present them in Christian perspective.
Practical Exercises
Time Limit:
 A minimum of 20 to 30 Mts.

Place:
Any neat and clean place with enough ventilation. Place of worship is ideal because of prayer vibrations in it.

Posture:
 Any comfortable sitting posture, eyes fully or mildly closed, with the spine reasonably straight, head slightly lowered, the feet apart, if seated on a chair or stool, with the open palms on the lap (The solar plexus points in the palms receive energy), “Yogasanas” are the ideal.

Suitable Time:
Mornings are the best time to practice meditation since the brain frequency is more than likely at Alpha. 
1) You are God’s Temple (1 Cor 3:16; 6:19) 
This meditation is meant mainly to practice breathing exercise and to bring to the aware ness of the meditator that he is “the temple of God”. The beginner may practice this meditation for a period of time until he reaches the point of experiencing stillness or inner silence. During this time one learns to focus on one point, namely the “breathing” avoiding disturbing thoughts. When they arise he should learn just to observe them as an outsider and they will pass away without getting absorbed in his mind. In the stillness he will slowly realize that he is the holy temple of God.
Steps:

1. Entering
Take a comfortable posture

2. Take in and release slow and deep breaths 
As the Buddha said of the meditator, “Mindfully he breathes in, mindfully he breaths out”. In these simple words lies the kernel of the practice. One is “mindful” of the breath to such an extent that not a whisper of it passes in or out unnoticed. The meditator watches the breath with the total awareness with which a good sentry watches the comings and goings at the main gates into the city.
Normally, this watching is done at the tip of the nostrils, where one is most sensitive to the feeling of the cold air entering and the warm air exiting. But an alternative is to be aware of the gentle rise and fall of the abdomen. Both places are equally acceptable. The former is more subtle, the later since is in the middle of the body is easier for the beginner to concentrate. Choose whichever you prefer but no switching between them. And if you decide on the nostrils, be careful not to follow the breath down into the lungs. The sentry does not leave his post without permission.
Once concentration upon the coming and going of the breath has been fully established, the meditator develops insights into the breathing. When he breaths in a long breath he becomes fully conscious that “I breathe in a long breath”, breathing out a long breath he knows “I breathe out a long breath”. And ditto for a short breath. When one has fully become aware of the one pointed act of breathing, he can allow now the sentry to leave the gates of the city.
3. Sweep the entire body (Sweeping Technique)

Now allow this awareness to travel minutely from the crown of your head, down the face, arms, body, legs to the toes moving with infinite slowness and become conscious of each subtle sensation everywhere in all parts of the body. Occasionally take in and release out slow and deep breaths. 
4. You are God’s Temple

Remain in that feeling of awareness and stillness of the entire body, as the temple of God. Become conscious of the holiness that we have within. Make a strong mental impression of this calm and peaceful feeling to integrate it into the ordinary chores of the day.

5. Exit

Slowly twitch your toes and fingers and move your body, open your eyes, get up and enter into the ordinary sphere of life with “Mindfulness”.

Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration
· Awareness that one is the Temple of God

· Thirst to remain pure and clean in mind and body

· Greater  awareness of others also as Temples of God

· Sense of calmness and serenity

2) I am the Light of the World (Jn 8:12; 9:5)
Follow steps 1-3 and 5 of meditation “You are God’s Temple”

4. I am the Light of the World
Visualize a ball of light white and golden (mixed) in color descending from heaven and resting on your crown. Allow it to penetrate your scalp and the skull slowly both outside and inside. Feel the brightness and warmth it produces there. Then let it travel downward to your entire body until it touches your toes filling every part of your body both outside and inside with light in a very slow pace. Now you feel your entire self is filled with light penetrating into every cell. All bodily infirmities and impurities are cleansed. Body and mind are energized. Particularly feel the warmth the light produces and the brightness it shines forth. Now you know that this light is the presence of Christ in and around you. Feel his presence and remain in it for sometime and make a strong mental impression of it to integrate it into life rest of the day. 
Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration

· Cleansing of all bodily impurities and illnesses
· Chakras energized

· Elimination of depressive feelings

· Nourishes enthusiasm, wiping out laziness

· Feeling of being filled with Christ’s presence

3) I am the Bread of Life (Jn 6:35; 6:48)
(This is a variant of “I am the Light of the World” meditation)

Follow steps 1-3 and 5 of meditation “You are God’s Temple”

4. Visualize a white, round Host of light at the center of your heart. Feel its brightness and warmth. Allow it to spread slowly through all sides of the body in expanding round circles of light till it covers the entire body. Feel the impact of its presence and now remain in it in the awareness that this is the presence of the Eucharistic Lord. Make a strong mental impression of it to integrate it into the activities of the day.
Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration

· Chakras energized

· Elimination of depressive feelings

· Nourishes enthusiasm, wiping out laziness

· Feeling of being filled with Christ’s presence

4)  Living Water (Jn 4:10)
Follow steps 1-3 and 5 of meditation “You are God’s Temple”

4) Visualize a large pool of clean and pure water, not stagnant but spring-flowing, without any plants or living creatures or other objects in it. There should be nobody else around, you alone are present and the entire pool is yours. If the climate is warm let the water be cool, if cold the water be warm. Enter into the pool and begin to swim through the endless breadth, width and depth of the pool. Swim! Swim! And swim! Try to go deeper, deeper and deeper. Concentrate on and enjoy swimming. Now the water is the presence of Christ himself. Feel him and experience him in your body and make a strong mental impression of this experience to integrate it into the course of the day. Then slowly come out of the water. 
Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration

· Relieves Tension and worries

· Cleanses all past hurt and guilt feelings

· Increases the capacity to forgive

· Feeling of being filled with Christ’s presence

5) Crucified Christ (“They shall look on him whom they have pierced”, Jn 19:37)
Follow steps 1-3 and 5 of meditation “You are God’s Temple”

4) Visualize the crucifix with Christ on it. Fix your gaze on his face for a moment and feel one with him in his suffering and pain. Do not try to utter anything but just look at him and absorb his feeling in your body. Now concentrate on his wounds starting from his right feet, spent a moment with it and then move on to the left spending the same amount of time. Now move up to his left hand, right hand and finally the wound on his side. Make a strong mental impression of this experience with him to integrate it into the events of the day. 
Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration

· Increases emotional attachment to Christ 
· Teaches to take suffering positively 

· Instills the capacity to forgive

· Feeling of being filled with Christ’s presence

6) Loving Compassion Meditation (Mk 6:34; Lk 7:13)
Follow steps 1-3 and 5 of meditation “You are God’s Temple”
4) In this meditation the focus is on the suffering of others. First, think of the suffering of your parents or a beloved one and allow the emotion of empathy to develop together with the feeling of how wonderful it would be if these people could enjoy peace and enlightenment. Now broaden your focus to include people toward whom you are neutral, namely, the numerous sick, poor and abandoned and the same feeling of compassion and of the desire to see them free from suffering is generated. Next, take in people towards whom you feel antipathy of some kind and wish them peace and well being. Then focus on the suffering of all living beings throughout the various realms of existence and feel compassion for them. Finally, carry all the suffering of the world to the crucified Christ and offer it to him. Make a strong mental impression of the feeling of compassion for all and try to integrate it in the day’s life context.
Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration

· Creates understanding for others and one becomes less judgmental
· One grows more merciful towards others

· Instills desire for service 

· Feeling of being united with the compassion of Christ for the world
7) Prayer of the Heart, “Japa” (“Pray at all times”, Eph 6:18)
Follow steps 1-3 and 5 of meditation “You are God’s Temple”

4) Choose a small prayer of petition like “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me” or a prayer of aspiration as “Jesus I love you” or a verse from the bible, for example, “It is not I who live, it is Christ who lives in me” Gal 2:20) or any other of your choice and recite it rhythmically in a very slow pace focusing fully on each word. Feel the communion it inspires with Jesus. Make a strong mental impression of it and relive it in the other moments of the day. The sentence can be recited silently in the heart always even while one is engaged in hard work outside of meditation time. 
Benefits of this meditation

· Pointed concentration

· Feeling of being united with God always
· The recited words fully enter into our being and become part of us

· New insights are gained to interpret the same words

Mindfulness
The goal of meditation is to achieve first of all, “Mindfulness”, in the sense of training the mind to focus fully on a given particular task, that it sheds its habit of wandering. In our religious life context, it is enabling the mind to fix its gaze on God always that even amidst hectic schedule an uninterrupted loving attention is paid to him. In other words, in the interior being one is in touch with God twenty four hours. The thirty minutes of meditation that we do daily should continue in a hidden way through out the day. In all the types of meditation given above you would have noticed one common feature of “making a strong mental impression” of the God experience.  That is meant for the purpose of reliving the same experience any time of the day. With this mindfulness of God’s close presence, every single act becomes prayer and thus we remain prayerful always. This is what we mean by meditative living. This is the best way for self realization and self formation.
Cultivating inner silence through practice of meditation is also an effective means of developing our personality. It helps us to come out of our anxieties, worries, fears and uncertainties which often are cause for lake of peace in the inner self. It firmly plants us in our created self as the “image” of God and enables us to appreciate our unique personhood as created by God beautiful and lovable. It makes us to live in the given present moment more fully which will increase our efficiency and our capacity for concentration on work. 

In particular, it helps us to transcend our mindsets and to extend our communion to a wider circle. In our relationship with humans we are not able to be in communion with all in the same way because our mental space is restricted because of some bad experience of the past and we struggle to accommodate certain types of people and situations. With continuous practice of meditation our mental space gets expanded and our consciousness widens and relationship becomes more and more a matter of joy and our basic attitude towards persons and realities will be slowly transformed from that of judgmental to compassionate and understanding . A matured meditator in time will realize that he is in total communion with the entire cosmos knowing that “God is all in all” (1 Cor 15:28). “Ekham Sat” (Reality is one) is the basic conviction of our Indian religious mind. 

Biblical anthropology also presents humans as “Microcosm”. In Gen 2:7, it is said “Then the Lord God formed man, from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life and man became a living being”. Here man as creature is presented as a combination of dust (earth), living being (animal world), breath of life (divine world). Therefore, man has in himself an inherent capacity to establish communion with wider realities. Meditation definitely helps in this process.

Appendix

Chakras


I made a reference to “Chakras” above which receive energy during the meditation and a short explanation of it is in order. It is a Sanskrit word which means “wheel”. Chakras are subtle energy centers located at intervals along the spine, some opening out toward the front of the body like cones. When these subtle energy centers are perceived, they look like wheels of light. There are seven major chakras which supply energy to our physical body and are door ways to higher dimension. They direct our life force to fulfill specific functions.
Briefly, their locations and energy-directing functions areas follows:
1st chakra
Base of the spine... basic survival instinct- self preservation
2nd chakra:
Just below naval... sexuality & pleasure

3rd chakra:
Solar plexus... sensing safe or unsafe condition & power or control

4th chakra:
Heart... love & compassion

5th chakra:
Base of throat... communication & practical, analytical thought

6th chakra:
At the brow, between the eyes... inner vision & conceptual thought

7th chakra:
At the crown…spiritual union

V. Lawrence, cmf
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