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Contemplating Meditation Mindfully 
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Throughout 2017 I have worked with many 
schools in the area of meditation. We have had 
fruitful discussions, shared stories of practice and 
experienced prayerful shared silence. Similar 
questions and challenges surface across the 
archdiocese. They concern clarity about what 
Mindfulness and Christian Meditation are, the 
difference between them and the purpose these practices can have within 
the school community. This article is an opportunity to open the discussion 
to a broader audience. 

Mindfulness 
The first thing we do when we are born and the last thing we do before we 
die is take a breath. At these two significant times in our lives the action is 
most significant and more often than not for those most fortunate, witnessed 
by loved ones. All the millions of breaths in between are hardly noticed unless 
we specifically pay attention and begin to notice our breathing. This 
intentioned focus and practice forms a part of the discipline known as 
mindfulness. By focusing on the breath, body and sounds we become 
connected with our senses and not caught up in the mental chatter and 
constant stream of thoughts. 

Mindfulness helps us to be more consciously aware of our thoughts and 
moods as they come and go. It enables us to distance ourselves from thoughts 
and emotions so we do not get caught up in them. 

This leaves space for focus, heightened attention and often improved 
performance. Increased awareness may lead to lowered stress levels over 
time, as we begin to train ourselves to return again and again to the present 
moment (through focus on the breath) and not linger in the past or fret 
about the future. Mindfulness practice helps us to see things as they are 
without getting caught up in the thoughts of how we wish they were. It 



involves an attitude of acceptance and friendliness to situations, rather than 
judgment and criticism. 

Christian meditation 
Christian meditation has been referred to as ‘prayer of the heart’. This refers 
to the way we pray through the practice of meditation. Unlike other forms of 
prayer, we do not use our thoughts, as this practice is deeper than mental 
prayer; we are simply being with God, who is in us in the Holy Spirit. It is a 
form of contemplative prayer. Contemplative prayer is the simplest 
expression of the mystery of prayer. It is a gift, a grace; it is a covenant 
relationship established by God within our hearts (CCC, n. 2713). 

 

We do not even know how to pray but the Spirit himself prays within us (Rom 
8: 26). 

 

Meditation is being silent, still and simple (Freeman 2011). Meditation, or 
contemplative prayer, has had a deep, rich tradition within the Christian 
faith, originating with the desert Fathers and Mothers. These first Christian 
monastics, who wanted to live out the gospel in a deep and simple way, lived 
as communities in the Egyptian desert in the third to fifth centuries. The 
writings of St John Cassian, a desert monk, known as the conferences, had a 
profound impact on St Benedict. He passed on these writings and they were 
read for a thousand years through the Benedictine religious orders. Thus 
John Cassian became a conduit between the Eastern and Western churches. 

A rediscovery of our ancient Christian tradition was sparked by John Main OSB 
in 1960 as he uncovered the clear, practical and specific description of Oratio 
Pura: pure prayer, or prayer of the heart, in the tenth conference. This is 
taught today throughout the world. Fr Laurence Freeman OSB has carried on 
the work that Fr John Main began and heads the World Christian Meditation 
Community. 

To maintain a meditative state in this prayer it is advised to repeat a mantra. 
This helps the mind to disengage with the usual thought processes and enter 
into a contemplative state. Maranatha, from ancient Aramaic, is promoted 
as the ideal mantra: it is the language Jesus spoke and it means ‘Come, Lord’. 
Say it clearly and continuously, without expectation; when distractions occur, 
gently return to the mantra. Ma-ra-na-tha.  
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Complementarity 
Mindfulness is the first step towards a contemplative life. 
As we approach 
Advent we will once again hear the familiar cry of the 
gospel: Stay Awake! Mindfulness practice helps us to stay 
awake, to be fully present in our lives, to our relationships, 
to the beauty of creation, to our work, to what is really 
going on. This is a useful and, for some, transformational 
series of techniques that can lead to a sacramental view of 
the world. 

But mindfulness in isolation is not prayer. 

It can certainly prepare us for prayer and to approach any form of prayer 
mindfully will truly enhance the experience. But it is important to realise 
that the mainstream revolution of mindfulness that has taken place 
across the Western world is a secularisation of a religious practice, used 
to gain health benefits. 

A fundamental difference between mindfulness practice and Christian 
meditation is to note where the focus lies. In mindfulness the focus is on the 
self: my breath, my body; in Christian meditation the focus comes off the 
self: it is a contemplative gaze – a gaze of faith, fixed on Jesus. 

 

‘I look at him and he looks at me’ (CCC, n. 2715). 
 

The experience of Christian meditation has the capacity to take us to a deeper 
level of transformation. It is challenging but at the same time it is simple. 
Mindfulness prepares us for the deeper challenges of meditation. 

Prayerful Communities 
In my experience I have found some schools are using Christian meditation, 
others are using mindfulness, while others again are mixing it up and doing a 
bit of both. There are whole-ofschool approaches in place, as well as 
classroom-by-classroom initiatives at work. This has led to some confusion 
and differing levels of effectiveness. 

Perhaps as the year comes to a close some reflection on the practice and 
some planning of the most effective way to integrate these valuable 
practices may prove to be beneficial. Integrating contemplative practice into 
the daily rhythm of school life and evaluating how programs can 
complement each other have the potential to add a richness and depth to 
the prayer life of every school community. 

 



My beloved, I have shown you the power of silence, how thoroughly it heals 
and how fully pleasing it is to God. It is by silence that the power and the 
mystery of God will become known to you (Ammonas – Desert Father). 
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