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Joyce Huggett is an internationally known writer, speaker, and broadcaster who
was based in Cyprus for many years and now lives in Britain. Her books on the
spiritual life include The Joy of Listening to God, Listening to Others, and
Learning the Language of Prayer.

For many years she has worked as a teacher for the deaf. She was shaped in this
vocation by her early childhood friendships with children (living in a residence
near her home) who could not communicate freely because of a profound hear-
ing loss. This life experience has made Huggett acutely conscious of the vital
importance of communication and language.

When she moved to Cyprus and began to learn Greek, she was again confront-
ed with the vital importance of language and communication.

In the following selections, notice how Huggett continually applies these
motifs of listening, learning, and language to her teaching on prayer. Her instruc-
tions on prayer start unabashedly at the beginning, with Jesus’ teachings on prayer
and our simplest ways of putting those into practice.

LEARNING THE LANGUAGE OF PRAYER

Meditation

“Meditation” is another word . . . people often use about prayer. But Christian
meditation must not be confused with yoga, Eastern meditation or transcendental
meditation. For, unlike these disciplines, Christian meditation has nothing to do
with emptying our minds. Christian meditation engages every part of us—our
mind, our emotions, our imagination, our creativity and, supremely, our will.

As Archbishop Anthony Bloom puts it, “Meditation is a piece of straight think-
ing under God’s guidance.” Yet it is not the same as an academic study of the
Scriptures. This becomes clear when we listen to the Psalmist describing his prac-
tice of meditation.

On my bed I think of you,
I meditate on you all night long. . . . (Ps. 63:6; JB [Jerusalem Bible])
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The word for “meditate” which is used here means to “mutter” or to “murmur
persistently,” repeating the same words over and over again. In Psalm 119, the
Psalmist uses a different word when he refers to meditation.

I'mean to meditate on your precepts
and to concentrate on your paths. (Ps. 119:15; JB)

Though princes put me on trial,
your servant will meditate on your statutes. (Ps. 119:23; J8)

I stretch out my hands to your beloved commandments,
I meditate on your statutes. (Ps. 119:48; J)

The word he uses in these verses means “to muse,” “to ponder,” “to reflect,” “to
consider.” In other words, Christian meditation involves, not emptiness, but full-
ness. It means being attentive to God. The purpose of this attentiveness, this
reflecting and this pondering is, among other things, to see ourselves in the light
of God’s revealed word—just as Jesus weighed each of Satan’s subtle temptations
against the teaching of the Old Testament.

We meditate to give God’s words the opportunity to penetrate, not just our
minds, but our emotions—the places where we hurt—and our will—the place
where we make choices and decisions. We meditate to encounter the Living
Word, Jesus himself. We meditate so that every part of our being, our thoughts
and our affections and our ambitions, are turned to face and honour and glorify
him. Yet another reason for learning to meditate is so that we may become conver-
sant with the will of God. . . .

How to Meditate

We have seen that the English word “meditation” may be variously translated by
words like muttering and murmuring, reflecting and recollecting, musing and pon-
dering. With these hidden meanings in mind, it becomes apparent that Jesus medi-
tated on the Scriptures. He knew the Old Testament so well that he easily made the
connection between biblical truth and what was happening to him at various stages
of his life. In Luke 4, three times Satan tries to deflect him from doing God’s work
in God's way; three times he combats Satan’s suggestions by quoting Scripture:

The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the king-
doms of the world. And he said to him, “I will give you all their authority and
splendour, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. So if
you worship me, it will all be yours.”
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Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him
only.” (Luke 4:5-8; NIV)

Here Jesus is revealing that Deuteronomy 6:13 has become so much a part of his
thinking and behaving that it automatically springs to mind and affects his atti-
tude when faced with Satan’s subtle ploys.

Scripture can similarly become a part of our make-up if we meditate on it. And
the best way to prepare to meditate is to respond to the invitation God gives us
through the Psalmist: “Be still, and know that [ am God” (Ps. 46:10).

In the stillness we can shed some of the pressures which would prevent us
receiving God’s Word into the innermost core of our being. We can focus away
from the mundane and the everyday and onto God. Such stillness is to Bible read-
ing what preparing the soil is to good farming. Essential for fruitfulness.

When we have become still, if we read a passage of Scripture which we have
previously studied or some verses which refer to something which is troubling us,
we may well find that a verse or a phrase or a sentence or a pen picture will draw
us to itself. If it does, there is no need to read on. Instead, we should stop to reflect
and to treasure the words, to turn them over and over in our minds, repeating
them until the truth which they contain trickles from our head into our hearts.

All our faculties can be enlisted to help us meditate. The mind enables us to
understand what the words mean as we read them in context. The memory helps
us recall what we have learned and experienced of God’s character and faithful-
ness in the past. The imagination is a God-given gift which the prophets used to
picture the insights God entrusted them with and which Jesus used to describe his
kingdom. (So he likens his Father to a faithful shepherd, a Middle Eastern house-
wife and a loving, Middle Eastern father, Luke 15.) And the emotions enable us
to identify with the characters in the passage we are reading.

Contemplation: The Prayer of Loving Attention

“Meditation” and “contemplation” are often used interchangeably. This is under-
standable because certain similarities suggest that the two forms of prayer are syn-
onymous. Like meditation, contemplation involves putting ourselves into the
hands of God so that he can change and transform our attitudes, perceptions and
behaviour. Like meditation, contemplation involves listening intently to the Word
of God. And like meditation, contemplation requires stillness in order that we
may open ourselves to God and his penetrating, powerful Word.

But meditation and contemplation are also marked by certain differences so
they should not be confused with each other. Thomas Merton summed it up when
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he said: “Contemplation is nothing else but the perfection of love.” Or, as others
have defined it, contemplation is the prayer of loving regard, the prayer of loving
attentiveness, the art of paying rapt and loving attention to God and his world.
Contemplation is about growing in love. If we take the work of contemplation seri-
ously, we cannot escape the theme of love—of God’s inexhaustible love for us, for
people everywhere, for the whole creation . . . Contemplation is to know and love
God perfectly in the depths of your being. (Quotation from Jim Borst's book
Coming to God [Guildford, UK: Eagle, 1992].)

Contemplation goes further and deeper than meditation. While the person
meditating mutters and muses on God’s word, the contemplative pays silent
attention to Jesus, the living Word—the one who is central to their prayer.
Indeed, contemplation goes one step further. Contemplation goes beyond words
and symbols and concepts to the reality words and concepts describe. . . .

How to Contemplate

Contrary to much current thinking, contemplation has nothing to do with mak-
ing our minds blank or having honey-sweet thoughts. As we have observed, its
chief aim is to encounter Christ so that our love for him is rekindled.

If this is to happen, we need to set aside uninterrupted time for contemplative
prayer. Such prayer begins, to borrow the imagery of John Donne, by “tuning the
instrument at the gate”—that is, by preparing our hearts to pray even before we
enter our place of prayer. We can do this while we tidy our room or drive home
from work because it is an attitude of mind and heart rather than an activity.

When we enter our prayer place, we need to give ourselves time to relax in
God's presence. One of the best ways of doing this is to recognize some of the rea-
sons why we are tense: worry, pressure of things to be done, the quarrel we just
had with our spouse or a colleague. It will be impossible to contemplate until
these pressures have been handed over to God. When we transfer them to him,
we find ourselves gloriously free with an uncluttered expanse of time in which to
be met afresh by him. Perhaps that is one reason why Peter invites us to “Cast all
your anxiety on him because he cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:7).

Having transferred our burdens and having allowed the tensions to slide from us
as snow slides from the roof-tops in the thaw, the next phase of prayer involves
becoming aware of the presence of God. Jesus has promised that he will never
leave us or forsake us. We take time to tune into his presence . . .

In the quietness, aware of his presence, we open our hearts to receive his love.
The prayer is usually wordless and fed by a deep desire for him. This leads us on
to a place where instead of seeking God, we are found by him. We discover that,
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long before we came to our place of prayer, he was seeking us. So he responds to
our longing. We bask in the warmth of his love. We feel his gaze on us. He fills us
afresh with his Spirit. We receive a new perspective on life—his perspective. We
draw so close to his heart that we sense his concern for the world, and from our
contemplation flows intercession as we catch his compassion for a hurting world.

BIBLE SELECTION
Psalm 119:12-16, 23-24, 33-34, 58

Blessed are you, O LORD;
teach me your statutes. : :
With my lips I declare
all the ordinances of your mouth.
I delight in the way of your decrees
as much as in all riches.
I will meditate on your precepts,
and fix my eyes on your ways.
I will delight in your statutes;
I will not forget your word.

Even though princes sit plotting against me,
your servant will meditate on your statutes.
Your decrees are my delight,
they are my counselors.

Teach me, O LORD, the way of your statutes,
and I will observe it to the end.

Give me understanding, that I may keep your law
and observe it with my whole heart.

I implore your favor with all my heart;
be gracious to me according to your promise.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

The following can be used for discussion within a small group, or used for journal
reflections by individuals:

1. What is attractive about taking biblical texts as a starting point for “extended
thinking about God’s guidance”? What benefits might this provide?

2. How can I restate, or explain, Huggett's way of defining meditation and con-
templation? What differences do I see between the two approaches to
prayer?

SUGGESTED EXERCISES

The following exercises can be done by individuals, shared between spiritual friends,
or used in the context of a small group. Choose one or more of the following:

1. Tty a creative form of meditation based on scriptural storytelling. Choose a
familiar scriptural story in which there are a number of characters, such as
one of the healings Jesus did. You may want to look at Mark’s Gospel for
such stories of healing. When you meditate, play one or more of the roles in
order to experience the grace of meditation more fully. A group may do this
exercise by assigning the roles beforehand, then praying privately, and
returning to reflect on the experience.

2. Consider writing as a form of meditation, or an extension of the prayer
experience of meditation. After choosing a subject or a text, devote yourself
to a time of prayerful meditation. After this, capture the content of the med-
itation in written form. Another way to go about this is simply to write a
meditation on a given theme, without actually beginning in prayer. As you
write the meditation, you discover your own interior state during the writing
process. This is an excellent spiritual discipline.

REFLECTIONS

I like what Joyce Huggett writes about meditation and contemplation. She so unpre-
tentiously takes all of the nebulousness out of those words. When we have listened to
her down-to-earth counsel for a while we find ourselves saying, “Yes, of course, I can
do that.” This is all to the good for too often we have shelved these ways of prayer
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into the category of the supersaint—perhaps they are for a St. Teresa or a St.
Francis but certainly not for me. This is the very attitude that Joyce Huggett teases
out of us. These ways of prayer are for us; for you and me in all our ordinariness,

Did you notice how the writing never allows us to keep meditation and contem-
plation in the realm of the theoretical? Each time we are called into practice. The
reason for this is fundamental. These simply are not the kinds of things that we can
understand in a detached, abstract way. The only way we know, truly know, medita-
tion and contemplation is by experience. There is no other way. So, my dear friend,
“Taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8).

RICHARD |. FOSTER

GOING DEEPER

Joyce Huggett has written a number of books to instruct and encourage us in
prayer in a readable style. Among these are The Joy of Listening to God (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1986) and Listening to God (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity, 1987). Learning the Language of Prayer (New York: Crossroad, 1997)
draws out the figure of prayer as a kind of language.

ANTHONY BLOOM, Beginning to Pray (New York: Paulist, 1970) and Living Prayer
(Springfield, IL: Templegate, 1966) are modern classics on prayer by a Russian
Orthodox monk and bishop; his works have enjoyed wide popularity among
English-speaking readers. Huggett has clearly relied on his counsel, which we

~ may do as well.




