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Mysticism, Monks and Marty 
Meditation in the Lutheran tradition 

 
 

Introduction 
As a newly graduated theology student who eagerly studied a popular subject on Christian 
Spirituality, I read with interest a flier in my mailbox for a free meditation course. From the 
flier, it was obvious that the mediation being offered was from an Eastern worldview. In my 
seminary subject, I learnt that humans naturally meditate on things during their ordinary daily 
lives. We practise knowingly or unknowingly the process of meditation. However, for the 
Christian, the object of meditation is Christ, and its purpose is to grow in faith in him. So when 
I thought about the course, I decided even though it’s an eastern form of meditation, its free, 
and I can focus on the object of my faith, Jesus. 
 

As soon as I walked into the room of the local school where this meditation course was taking 
place, I knew I would find it a struggle. As I passed the threshold of the door, I smelt the strong 
scent of incense. I sat down in a chair and surveyed the room. The statue of some Hindu deity 
caught my sight and had my heart and mind racing. Then when the teacher introduced 
themselves and the meditation process I pushed through these barriers and said to myself, I 
can still do this, all I need to do is to focus on Christ. But when people started chanting ‘om’, 
the meditation process became problematic for me. Each of these distractions caused 
thoughts to race through my mind and at the same time, drew me back to Christ as I prayed 
and gave them to him. Even with my cognitive commitment to centre on Christ, all these 
experiences both hindered and helped my capacity to meditate that day.  
 
This experience, together with other forays into meditation during my ministry,1 has made 
me think more deeply on the differences between eastern and western forms of meditation. 
Also from personal experiences with school staff and students and friends in and outside the 
church, I have asked myself questions such as; why is it that people would more readily go to 
a Buddhist Retreat Centre2 to commit time and money for meditation courses than go to a 
Christian church for prayer or even consider searching for a Christian meditation group or 
retreat place? Why is it that even when I ask the youngest of students in the Lutheran College 
where I serve, what meditation is, they automatically go into the cross-legged, finger and 
thumb poised lotus position of eastern religions? And importantly, for this discussion, what 
can be learnt from the Christian tradition of meditation that seems to be unknown and lost 
to the majority of people today in our culture? Other questions this paper will delve into 
including how meditation was practised by Orthodox Christians and the Monastic 
communities of the Middle Ages? Also for those of us who are heirs to the Lutheran tradition, 
what has Martin Luther to offer in terms of a contemplative, meditative spirituality?  
 
 
 

                                                                   
1 Thank you to Bishop emeritus Greg Pfeiffer who introduced me to meditation through a group he led while he 
was a seminary student in North Adelaide. To the music of the Hillard Ensemble he modelled a scripture based 
form of meditation similar to the meditative process of the World Community of Christian Meditation.  
2 A good example of this is the popularity of the Chenrezig Institute at Eudlo in the Sunshine Coast Hinterland. 
Chenrezig was one of the first Tibetan Buddhist Monasteries to be established in the western world in 1974.  
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Eastern Meditation 
Meditation has certainly become more popular in Australian culture in recent decades. More 
and more people are interested in Eastern forms of meditation, including through the growth 
of the mindfulness and wellbeing movements that are pervasive in schools, business, media 
and other areas of society. In these movements, the health benefits of regular meditation are 
lauded, and through advances in brain science, the educational benefits of improved and 
focused learning and concentration are applauded to staff and students in school settings. 
Because of the popularity of mindfulness, many people are engaging in meditative practices 
that are originally anchored in the Buddhist religious tradition. Often, they are presented as 
secular forms of meditation rather than religious, but it cannot be denied that most 
mindfulness exercises still operate with Buddhist thought behind them such as intention, 
freedom from desire, and ultimately a focus on the self. 
 

Another reason why Eastern meditation is so pervasive in western culture today is because 
of two historical waves of interest over the last hundred and fifty years. In the late 1800s, 
Eastern Meditation began disseminating in the West through a renewed interest in 
Spiritualism, 3  Eastern Religious practices, and events like the first World Parliament of 
Religions.4 The second wave of interest in Eastern meditation occurred in the West through 
the social revolution of the 1960s and 70s. New Age meditation developed at this time from 
the early hippies and was based on Hinduism, Buddhism, other eastern philosophies as well 
as mysticism and yoga. During these decades Eastern spiritual teachers like the Maharishi, 
Thich Hahn Nan and the Dalai Lama toured western countries, engaging the support of 
celebrities, training them and thousands of others in their respective meditation practices 
and promoting peace for their causes. One of the reasons for this influx of eastern meditation 
leaders to the west at this time was the rise of Communism in Asian countries. Another reason 
for the growth of meditation in popular western culture was the exposure of the rock bands 
the Beatles, Mike Love of the Beach Boys, and the musician Donovan to training in 
transcendental meditation5 by the Maharishi in his Ashram in northern India. These pop icons 
and others brought transcendental and other meditational practices to many young people 
in the western world. Couple this together with numerous young adults who spend time in 
retreats and meditation in Buddhist monasteries or who travel to India on spiritual 
pilgrimages ‘to find themselves’ through visiting ashrams or swamis.6 
  

Buddhist and Hindu forms of meditation have predominated over Christian forms of 
meditation in popular western culture due to some of these above factors. However, there is 
                                                                   
3 Spiritualism, Theosophy and Swedenborgism were popular amongst liberal minded intellectuals of Europe, 
North America and Australia in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. One example of this is the second Prime 
Minister of Australia, the spiritually eclectic Alfred Deakin. See Roy William’s recent book; In God they Trust? The 
Religious Beliefs of Australia’s Prime Ministers 1901-2013, pp.33-44. 
4 Which was held in Chicago in 1893. 
5 Transcendental Meditation is a silent mantra meditation that developed with the Indian Hindu Guru Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi (1918-2008). The technique has been variously described as both religious and non-religious, as an 
aspect of a new religious movement, as rooted in Hinduism, and also as a non-religious practice for self-
development (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendental_Meditation_technique) accessed 4/5/2019. The 
Maharishi toured the world for ten years from 1958-1968 teaching TM to millions of people and training 
thousands in the technique. 
6 The list of celebrities and the famous of our culture who have done this is immense. Everyone from Steve Jobs, 
Julia Roberts who converted to Hinduism, Daniel Goleman, and Mark Zuckerberg. One Australian example is a 
former ABC and Triple J Journalist Sarah Macdonald who wrote a book about her experience Holy Cow; An Indian 
Adventure. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendental_Meditation_technique
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendental_Meditation_technique
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a fundamental distinction between Eastern and Christian forms of meditation. The purpose 
of meditation in eastern religions like Buddhism is to empty the mind. To achieve 
enlightenment or spiritual awareness or insight. For Buddhists, it is to ultimately achieve 
insight into, and freedom from suffering as evidenced from the first three of the Four Noble 
Truths of Buddhism; all life is suffering and pain, suffering is caused by selfish desire, 
selfishness can be overcome, and the way to do this is through the Eightfold Noble Path.7 In 
contrast to this, the purpose of Christian meditation is to fill the mind with the word of God 
to be transformed by the Holy Spirit and renewed in faith in Christ. Put simply, in the New 
Testament letters of Paul; we are told that we are to have the mind of Christ and that we are 
to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. 8  To condense these two different 
approaches to meditation, the differentiation could be summarised as emptying our minds to 
flee from suffering versus filling our minds with someone who transforms our suffering.9 This 
distinctly Christian approach to meditation is something Lutheran spirituality is well equipped 
to foster.  
 
 

Christian Tradition of Meditation 
If there is a fundamental distinction between Eastern and Western forms of religious 
meditation, what can we learn from the Christian tradition of meditation and contemplation? 
What can be recovered and relearnt to redirect people to a Christ-filled meditative spirituality 
which transforms the heart and mind?  
 

As already noted, the process of meditation is instinctively practised by humans and by most 
if not all religious traditions of the world. However, what distinguishes meditation for 
Christians is that the object of our meditation is Christ, and its purpose is to grow in faith in 
him. Sacred Scripture, the living Word of God as handed onto us by writers of the Old and 
New Testaments, have been the source of meditation and contemplation, especially in the 
Western Church. A development of this scripture-inspired mediation in the Western Church 
was the development of the Lectio Divina, sacred reading, more of which will be discussed in 
a moment. However, within the Orthodox tradition of the Eastern Church, there is another 
form of meditation or contemplative prayer that developed over the centuries called 
‘Hesychasm’. Hesychia literally translates from the Greek means “stillness, rest, quiet, 
silence”. St Gregory of Sinai is seen as a developer of the tradition of Hesychastic prayer in 
the 14th century in the Byzantine communities of Mt Athos. Hesychastic prayer uses breathing 
rituals, posture and repetitive prayer; usually, the Jesus Prayer to bring silence to the heart. 
The words of the Jesus prayer are “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me (a 
sinner)”.10 The Jesus Prayer of the Orthodox Church was seen by the spiritual fathers of the 
Eremitic tradition as a way of opening up the heart and becoming a prayer of the heart which 
is the Apostle Paul’s encouragement from the New Testament “to pray unceasingly”.11 The 
Jesus prayer is said to have originated from the Egyptian Desert Fathers and Mothers of the 
fifth century. 
 

                                                                   
7 Thompson, K., Christ Centred Mindfulness, Acorn Press, Sydney: 2018, p.17,18. 
8 1 Corinthians 2:16 and Romans 12:2. 
9 In Greek this differentiation of emptying and filling is called Kenosis and Plerosis.  
10 In later adaptions of the Jesus Prayer the last phrase “a sinner” was added to the prayer. 
11 1 Thessalonians 5:17 
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The Greek Fathers also talk of the ‘monologion’, the one-word prayers. In early Christianity, 
John Cassian is said to have learnt this way of praying from one of the Desert Fathers. Cassian 
then introduced it to Benedict of Nursia who was instrumental in the development of 
monasteries in the west. These one-word prayers tuned the heart to the rhythms of the Spirit 
embedded in the self, community and nature.12 This is arguably one of the Christian forms of 
meditation that most resembles Eastern religious traditions of focusing on a mantra. A 
contemporary Christian meditation group, the “World Community of Christian Meditation” 
(WCCM) descended from Benedictine spirituality through John Main and Lawrence 
Freedman, have made Heyschastic meditation popular again. For the WCCM the Aramaic 
word ‘Maranatha’, which is found in 1 Corinthians 16:22, Revelation 22:20 and the Didache 
10:14, is the recommended monologion for those meditating. 
  
 

Medieval Monastic Meditation  
To explore a Lutheran view of meditation, it is important to acknowledge that Martin Luther 
was a man of his times. He lived during the late Middle Ages, so his experience, practice and 
development of meditation were birthed from the Medieval Monastic tradition of Roman 
Catholicism. Therefore we will examine the form of meditation practised in medieval 
monasticism and how Martin Luther viewed and reformed these contemplative practices of 
the cloister as well as review a number of his writings on meditation.  
 

Being an Augustinian monk, Luther was greatly influenced by medieval monastic views on 
meditation as well as the mysticism, which was brewing in his time. Concerning monastic 
views of meditation, scriptural reflection and contemplation have always been a practice of 
the Christian Church. The founders of monasticism in the early church, people like Pachomius 
the Great, Basil of Caesarea and Augustine of Hippo stressed the value of divine reading of 
scriptures in community. In the sixth century church, the rule of St Benedict of Nursia 
instructed monks to make the prayerful reading of the scriptures an integral part of their lives. 
The practise of Lectio Divina, or the divine reading of scripture was a regular part of monastic 
life along with manual labour and participation in the liturgy. By the twelfth century, Lectio 
Divina became formalized as a four-step process by the Carthusian13 monk Guigo the second. 
Gugio wrote the influential work the Scala Claustralium “The Ladder of Monks” in which he 

                                                                   
12 Sweet, L., Nudge; Awakening each other to the God who’s already there, David Cook, Colorado Springs: 2010, 
pp.108-109. 
13 The Carthusian order of monks was founded by Bruno of Cologne in 1084 and is named after the Chartreuse 
Mountains where St Bruno built his first hermitage in the French Alps. Reacting against the excesses of 
monasticism and his own journey of works righteousness in the monastery, Martin Luther often cited the 
Carthusians in his writings as an example of particularly strict ascetism and self-devised holiness. In his Large 
Catechism Luther mentions the Carthusians at least five times mostly in the context of the Ten Commandments. 
In his explanation of the fourth commandment he writes; O how great a price all the Carthusians monks and 
nuns would pay if in exercise of their religion they could bring before God a single work done in accordance with 
his commandment…What will become of these poor wretched people when, standing before God and the whole 
world, they shall blush with shame before a little child that has lived according to this commandment…It serves 
them right for their devilish perversity in trampling God’s commandment under foot that they must torture 
themselves in vain with their self-devised works (Tappert adds a footnote here with examples of self-appointed 
works which include injunctions to strict silence, avoidance of meat, extreme vigils etc.) and meanwhile have 
only scorn and trouble for their reward. Should not the heart leap and melt with joy when it can go to work and 
do what is commanded, saying, “Lo, this is better than the holiness of all the Carthusians, even though they kill 
themselves with fasting and pray on their knees without ceasing”.  
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describes four steps ascending to God. The Ladder of the Monks was one of the most popular 
works of medieval spirituality due in part to being circulated under the names of Augustine 
and Bernard of Clairvaux with over one hundred manuscripts surviving and translations in 
numerous languages. Gugio is considered to be the first writer in the western tradition to 
consider stages of prayer as a ladder which leads to a mystic communion with God. It is still 
referred to as a basic guide for those who practice Lectio Divina today.14 Gugio’s fourfold 
pattern, which permeated medieval monasticism and western Christianity, included the 
following four steps: 
 

1. Lectio - The reading of the Scriptures 
2. Meditatio - Mental concentration of the heart on the Scriptures 
3. Oratio - Prayer for God’s grace 
4. Contemplatio - The mystical union with Christ 
 

As a medieval monk, Luther was very much schooled in this performative view of spirituality, 
particularly the last step of contemplation which included the scholastic view of the believer 
being infused with grace and imparted the righteousness of God, so union with Christ is 
achieved. Luther tried his hardest to be the best monk he could, whether it was punishing his 
body, confessing every sin, he could think of, or studying the word of God in every detail and 
praying profusely. He punished his body and tormented his soul in order to climb the ladder 
to God and his grace. But no matter how hard he tried, he never felt he had done enough, 
that he was truly worthy of God’s grace and had merited Christ’s favour.  
 
 

Luther and Mysticism  
As well as these monastic developments of meditation, Martin Luther was also shaped by the 
medieval mystic traditions that arose in Germany in the Middle Ages. As a monk Luther was 
significantly influenced by the German Dominican mystics such as Meister Eckhart and 
Johannes Tauler. German or Rhineland Mysticism can be traced back to people like Hildegard 
von Bingen, but in this late medieval period, it stands in contrast to the Scholasticism of the 
time. In the twelfth century changes in monasticism led to mysticism becoming at the same 
time more scholastic and practical as theologians tried to bring order to the idea of love for 
God and emphasized the affective elements in one’s relation to God.15 So by the fourteenth-
century German mysticism is viewed by many as a forerunner to the Reformation. Some of 
the movement’s ideas included a focus on laypeople as well as clerics, downplaying 
asceticism, a more sacramental understanding of the church focusing on Christ rather than 
the Church, use of the vernacular language, and the increased involvement of women in the 
church.  
 

Luther’s encounter with mysticism was encouraged through his spiritual father and mentor 
Johann von Staupitz, the vicar general of the Augustinian order in Saxony. Staupitz mandated 
Luther to pursue a doctorate in theology so that Luther could assume his role as a Biblical 
lecturer at the University of Wittenberg.16 But Staupitz not only encouraged Luther to teach 
the Bible but also to read the writings of Johannes Tauler. Luther’s experience with mysticism 

                                                                   
14 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guigo_II accessed 11/4/2019 
15 Wengert, T.J. ed., “German Mysticism” article in the Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, Baker 
Academic, Grand Rapids: 2017, pp.286f. 
16 Wengert, T.J., Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids: 2017, p.704 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guigo_II
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through Tauler seemed to encourage and confirm him on his way to a new piety and way of 
thinking.  Central to this new way of thinking were Luther’s experiences of spiritual tribulation, 
diabolical remoteness from God and a joyous mysterious union with God through Christ.17 
One of the key insights Luther gained from Tauler was that repentance ought to be the most 
defining characteristic of Christian discipleship. Even after declaring his view of indulgences 
Luther wrote to Staupitz five months after the Ninety-five Theses on March 31, 1518, that; “I 
am most certainly a student of the theology of Tauler and of that small book that you recently 
submitted…for publication”18. Luther also picked up from Tauler an understanding of God’s 
work that embraced affect, which Luther understood as personal faith. Luther’s exposition of 
the theology of the cross in his Heidelberg Disputation of 1518 echoes some of Tauler’s 
paradoxical language and thought. 19  In his preface to the Theologica Germanica, Martin 
Luther writes; Next, to the Bible and St. Augustine, no other book has come to my attention 
from which I have learned and desired to learn, more of God, Christ, man, and what all things 
are.20 
 
Although influenced by many of these medieval theologians and theologies, Martin Luther 
had a problem with this pattern of meditation and contemplation. For him, it seemed to put 
the onus on human preparation and performance. It demanded love for God and desire for 
his will, which Luther lacked with his guilty conscience, and it ultimately confused in his mind 
sanctification with justification.21 After his gospel breakthrough, a shift happened in Luther’s 
teaching and practice of meditation. He moved from mental concentration to listening to 
God’s Word, the need for a right disposition to the need for faith in Christ as the 
presupposition for the reception of him and his gifts, self-contemplation to the contemplation 
of Christ through his word. And from active preparation for God’s activity to passive reception 
of his activity through the Holy Spirit in the word. 
 
 

Luther and Meditation  
Despite Luther’s experience of monasticism and his frequent writing against it, the meditative 
processes he experienced in the cloister was the basis for a changed spirituality through his 
rediscovery of the Gospel. Together with the German Mysticism of the time, Luther was 
formed by these forces to reshape meditation around what could be called a “cruciform 
spirituality”. The cross of Christ stands at the centre of any Lutheran tradition of meditation. 
It is part and parcel of his significant writings on meditation which give us a distinctive way of 
meditation in the Lutheran tradition.   
 
Early in his teaching role at Wittenberg Luther wrote the following on the nature of 
meditation in his first lectures on the Psalms 1513/15 while commenting on Psalm 1:2; 
Meditating involves deep, earnest, careful thinking, actually chewing something over in your 
heart. Meditation is…like centring in on, staying in the centre of something, or being moved 

                                                                   
17 H. Oberman, Luther, Man between God and the Devil, p.184 
18 Quoted in V. Leppin, Martin Luther; A Late Medieval Life, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids: 2017, p.25. 
19 Wengert, T.J., “German Mysticism” article in the Dictionary of Luther and the Lutheran Traditions, Baker 
Academic, Grand Rapids: 2017, p.289 
20 The Theologia Germanica of Martin Luther; Translation, Introduction and Commentary by Bengt Hoffmann, 
Classics of Western Spirituality Series, SPCK, London: 1980, p.54 
21 John Kleinig, Christian Spirituality Subject Luther Seminary 1999, p.41 
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from the very centre and innermost being. The person who thinks laments and ponders 
inwardly in this manner meditates.22 From this quote, Luther highlights meditation in a very 
earthy way of literal mastication of the external word so that it affects the heart and mind 
and has the power to change us. 
 
Towards the end of his life, Luther was under pressure to authorise a complete edition of his 
writings. In 1539 he wrote a preface to the Wittenberg Edition of his writings. In it Luther 
summarises his method of meditation which significantly differs from the medieval monastic 
tradition; This is the way taught by holy King David (and doubtlessly used also by all the 
patriarchs and prophets) in the one hundred nineteenth Psalm. There you will find three rules, 
amply presented throughout the whole Psalm. They are Oratio, Meditatio, Tentatio. 
 

Firstly, you should know that the Holy Scriptures constitute a book which turns the wisdom of 
all other books into foolishness because not one teaches about eternal life except this one 
alone. Therefore you should straightway despair of your reason and understanding. With 
them you will not attain eternal life, but, on the contrary, your presumptuousness will plunge 
you and others with you out of heaven (as happened to Lucifer) into the abyss of hell. But kneel 
down in your little room [Matt. 6:6] and pray to God with real humility and earnestness, that 
he through his dear Son may give you his Holy Spirit, who will enlighten you, lead you, and 
give you understanding. Thus you see how David keeps praying in the above-mentioned Psalm, 
“Teach me, Lord, instruct me, lead me, show me,” and many more words like these. Although 
he well knew and daily heard and read the text of Moses and other books besides, still he 
wants to lay hold of the real teacher of the Scriptures himself, so that he may not seize upon 
them pell-mell with his reason and become his own teacher. For such practice gives rise to 
factious spirits who allow themselves to nurture the delusion that the Scriptures are subject to 
them and can be easily grasped with their reason as if they were Markolf or Aesop’s Fables, 
for which no Holy Spirit and no prayers are needed.  
 

Secondly, you should meditate, that is, not only in your heart but also externally, by actually 
repeating and comparing oral speech and literal words of the book, reading and rereading 
them with diligent attention and reflection, so that you may see what the Holy Spirit means 
by them. And take care that you do not grow weary or think that you have done enough when 
you have read, heard, and spoken them once or twice and that you then have complete 
understanding. You will never be a particularly good theologian if you do that, for you will be 
like untimely fruit which falls to the ground before it is half-ripe. Thus you see in this same 
Psalm how David constantly boasts that he will talk, meditate, speak, sing, hear, read, by day 
and night and always, about nothing except God’s Word and commandments. For God will 
not give you his Spirit without the external Word; so take your cue from that. His command to 
write, preach, read, hear, sing, speak, etc., outwardly was not given in vain.  
 

Thirdly, there is tentatio, Anfechtung. This is the touchstone which teaches you not only to 
know and understand but also to experience how right, how true, how sweet, how lovely, how 
mighty, how comforting God’s Word is, wisdom beyond all wisdom. Thus you see how David, 
in the Psalm mentioned, complains so often about all kinds of enemies, arrogant princes or 
                                                                   
22 M. Sietz, Praxis des Glaubens Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1978, pp.199-205. Translated by Kleinig 
in Christianity Spirituality Readings, Luther Seminary 1999. Compare this with Bouman’s translation in the 
American Edition of LW 10:17; To meditate is to think carefully, deeply and diligently and properly it means to 
muse in the heart. Hence to meditate is, as it were, to stir up in the inside, or to be moved in the innermost self. 
Therefore one who thinks inwardly and diligently asks, discusses, etc. Such a person meditates. 
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tyrants, false spirits and factions, whom he must tolerate because he meditates, that is, 
because he is occupied with God’s Word (as has been said) in all manner of ways. For as soon 
as God’s Word takes root and grows in you, the devil will harry you and will make a real doctor 
of you, and by his assaults (anfechtungen) will teach you to seek and love God’s Word. I myself 
(if you will permit me, mere mouse-dirt, to be mingled with pepper) am deeply indebted to my 
papists that through the devil’s raging they have beaten, oppressed, and distressed me so 
much. That is to say; they have made a fairly good theologian of me, which I would not have 
become otherwise. And I heartily grant them what they have won in return for making this of 
me, honour, victory, and triumph, for that’s the way they wanted it.  
 

There now, with that, you have David’s rules. If you study hard in accord with his example, 
then you will also sing and boast with him in the Psalm, “The law of thy mouth is better to me 
than thousands of gold and silver pieces” [Ps. 119:72]. Also, “Thy commandment makes me 
wiser than my enemies, for it is ever with me. I have more understanding than all my teachers, 
for thy testimonies are my meditation. I understand more than the aged, for I keep thy 
precepts,” etc. [Ps. 119:98–100].23 
 

In this extended commentary of Psalm 119 of what makes a theologian, we see Luther’s 
reformation of the fourfold pattern of medieval monastic meditation. Luther intentionally and 
deliberately changed the monastic model of Lectio divina; lectio, meditatio, oratio and 
contemplation. He condenses Gugio’s model to a new cruciform triad which is worked 
through his theology of the cross.  
 

1. Oratio – Prayer to God through his Son for faith and guidance from the Holy Spirit 
2. Meditatio – Meditation on the external word as a vehicle of the Holy Spirit 
3. Tentatio24 – Trial as the experience of trouble which drives a person to God’s Word 

and prayer and so leads to fellowship with Christ crucified.25 
 

Luther’s reformed Lectio Divina could well be called 
a Lectio Crucis. In this triad of cruciform meditation, 
he begins with prayer, prayer to God through Jesus 
for faith and guidance from the Holy Spirit.  Only 
after prayer to God is a person able to meditate on 
the Word as the Spirit leads us. The Holy Spirit who 
comes through the Word and teaches us as we chew 
over the scriptures, whether it is a word, concept or 
phrase. And lastly, Luther changes the 
contemplation stage of monastic meditation to 
‘tentatio’. This is where the cross of Christ is made 
real, and the comfort of the gospel is given to the 

                                                                   
23 LW 32:283-288 
24 Tentatio is a loaded word, there is no good translation of it in English, but Luther uses it in his reformed process 
of meditation so that God’s word is grown in us through the lens of the cross. Tenatio encourages us to look at 
our experiences of trial, hardship, temptation or suffering. To be attentive to it not dismissive of it. To go back 
to our suffering and brokenness in life and see how Christ is using these painful experiences to lead us to confess, 
repent, be challenged, but also grown, stretched, and transformed by his word as we view all of life through the 
cross. For Luther tentatio involved what he called in German ‘Anfechtung’, which has the added meaning of 
spiritual affliction.  
25 Kleinig, ibid pp.41-42  

Oratio

Meditatio

Tentatio
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meditator, as the “Christ for us” is given to us and made real in our situation so that the “Christ 
in us” is grown.  
 
In the later part of his life, Martin Luther was asked how he personally meditated on scripture. 
In 1535 Martin Luther wrote the letter “A simple way to pray” 26  for his barber, Peter 
Beskendorf.27 In this writing, Luther gives guidance in contemplative prayer and meditation. 
He describes his daily practice of meditation.  
 

First of all, if my heart has grown cold and I don’t feel like praying, because I have other things 
on my mind or things to do, I quickly go to my room. I say over quietly to myself the Ten 
Commandments, the Creed, and, if I have time, some words of Christ, or Paul, or the Psalms, 
It’s a good idea to make the time for prayer the first thing in the morning and the last in the 
evening. Be careful not to keep putting off your prayer. When you heart has been warmed by 
saying these words, then briefly say or think something like this; Heavenly Father, I’m not 
worthy to pray to you. But you have commanded us to pray, and you have promised to hear 
us. Through your dear Son, you have also taught us how and what to pray. So I come obeying 
your command and relying on your loving promise. I pray in the name of my Lord Jesus Christ 
with all your people on earth, as he has taught us: Our Father in heaven…Then repeat a part 
of the Lord’s Prayer, and pray in your own words, as for instance: ‘Hallowed be your name.’ 
 

Lord God, our Father, let your name be kept holy both is us and throughout the world. Root 
out and destroy all false teachings which wrongly bear your name and misuse it, leading 
people astray. Convert those who still need to be converted, so that together we may all 
hallow and glorify your name with true teachings and with good and holy lives. But restrain 
those who will not be converted, so that they may stop misusing and dishonouring your holy 
name and misleading people. Amen. Note that when you come to the ‘amen’, you must always 
make it form, never doubting that God loves you and is listening to you and saying yes. 
Remember that you’re not alone, but that all devout Christians are standing there with you 
and praying together, and God can’t ignore it. Amen means ‘There, I’m quite sure God has 
heard this prayer’.  
 

In this way, your heart can be stirred and taught by the thoughts it finds in the Lord’s Prayer. 
But when it has been warmed to pray, your heart can express these thoughts in different 
words. I myself say certain words today, and tomorrow I use some others. But I stick as closely 
as I can to the same ideas and the same sense. Sometimes I get so involved in the rich thoughts 
of one part that I let all the others go. When such rich thoughts come, listen to them in silence 
and don’t suppress them. The Holy Spirit is then preaching to us, and what the Spirit says is 
worth more to us than a thousand of our own prayers.  
 

                                                                   
26 Various translations of this Luther classic includes Carl Schindler’s introduction to Luther’s “A Simple Way to 
Pray” in the American edition of Luther’s Works Volume 43, p.191, and Theodore Tappert’s Luther; Letters of 
Spiritual Counsel, Library of Christian Classics Volume 18, SCM Press, London: 1955, p.125 and David Schubert’s 
adaption’s “A Simple Way to Pray” Lutheran Tract Mission, North Adelaide. Matthew Harrison’s “A Simple Way 
to Pray” for Peter, the Master Barber” Concordia Publishing House, St Louis: 2012.  
27  As an interesting historical sidenote, shortly after the publication of Luther’s letter, Peter the Barber 
presumably while under the influence of alcohol, stabbed his son-in-law who had boasted he could save himself 
from the wounds. The advocacy of Luther saved Peter from the death penalty, but he was exiled and lost his 
property. See Carl Schindler’s introduction to Luther’s “A Simple Way to Pray” in the American edition of Luther’s 
Works Volume 43, p.191, and Theodore Tappert’s Luther; Letters of Spiritual Counsel, Library of Christian Classics 
Volume 18, SCM Press, London: 1955, p.125 
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If I have time after the Lord’s Prayer, I take one part after another of the Ten Commandments. 
Out of each commandment, I make a garland of four strands twisted together: 
 

I take each commandment as a teaching, which is what it actually is, and reflect on 
what God says to me here. 
I make out of it a thanksgiving. 
I make it a confession 
I turn it into a request…. 
 

I continue in a similar way either the other commandments if I have the time and the desire 
to do so. So you can treat the Ten Commandments in this four-fold way: 
 

As a textbook 
As a hymnbook 
As a book of confession 
And as a prayer book. 

 

In this way, the heart should come to itself and be warmed to prayer. But don’t attempt too 
much at a time in case your spirit gets weary. Good prayer doesn’t need to be long or drawn-
out but should be frequent and ardent. If you want to, you could do the same with the Creed 
or a portion of Scripture, and make a four-stranded garland out of it. Anyone with a little 
practice in this method can take the Ten Commandments one day and a Psalm or other section 
of the Bible the next day, and in this way kindle fire in the heart. No one should feel bound by 
these words and thoughts of mine; I’ve merely given them as an example for anyone who 
might wish to follow them or improve on them.28 
 
Luther’s admonition to his barber helps us discern insights into not only how he prayed but 
also how he meditated on scripture and the catechism. Luther provides his method of 
contemplative prayer and meditation. First, he prepared himself for coming into God’s 
presence by reciting the Ten Commandments, the Creed, a Psalm or some other scripture and 
the Lord’s Prayer. Then he meditated on the Commandments or some other part of the Bible 
and made what he called a “garland of four strands” from it. Like an Advent wreath which 
prepares us for the coming of Christ, Luther weaves four questions around scripture as he 
meditates on Christ: 
 

1. What can I learn from this? 
2. What can I be thankful for? 
3. What do I need to confess? 
4. For what shall I pray? 

 

Some modern Lutheran authors condense Luther’s method of meditation to LTCP. Similarly, 
Luther recommends that the commandments or the catechism more generally is a book of 
learning, singing, confessing and praying. Hence in the Lutheran tradition meditating on the 
parts of the catechism has been a profound part of Lutheran spirituality. 
 
 
 
 

                                                                   
28 An adaptation of Luther’s words from David Schubert in the LLL tract “A simple way to pray”. 
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Conclusion 
In conclusion, the Christian tradition, indeed the Lutheran tradition has much to offer in terms 
of recovering a meditative spirituality which is distinctive from popular forms of Eastern 
meditation in our culture. Although a product of medieval times, Martin Luther reformed the 
monastic meditative practices he was schooled in to provide us with a receptive, Christ-filled, 
graceful spirituality which is not driven by a performative spirit. Luther reformed what he 
tried to conform to, a performative spirituality. He reformed what was performed so that we 
could be truly formed in Christ. So when we combine Luther’s garland of four strands plus his 
triad of what makes a theologian we have a cruciform meditative spirituality which is 
distinctive from the monastic tradition of the Middle Ages. Luther certainly draws on aspects 
from the German Mysticism of his period, he was influenced by them, but in the end, he uses 
them to articulate and explain his own theological interests. 29  For Luther and Lutheran 
spirituality, those theological aspects Luther highlighted in meditation were its scriptural, 
sacramental and vocational elements.  
 

1. Meditation is Scriptural.  
Meditation is based on the Word of God. As we meditate on God’s living word, Christ 
comes to us and interprets us. As we chew over, ruminate, speak aloud, memorise, 
visualise, internalise scripture it moves from the ear, eye, head to the heart as the risen 
Lord Jesus works in us. We are stretched and challenged to be reorientated to his way of 
being in our lives.   
 

2. Meditation is Sacramental.  
Through meditation, Christ performs his saving work in us. He gives us his Holy Spirit, and 
we are changed into his likeness.30 For the Christian, meditation in itself is of no great 
value spiritually. Yes, meditation can help us focus, be present in the moment, improve 
our learning and wellbeing but ultimately it derives its benefit from its object, Christ.31 
Through praying and meditating on the word, we come to know a God who is for us. As 
we contemplate a God who in Christ lives in us, we appreciate anew the power of the 
cross. In our weaknesses, trials and tribulations, God’s grace is given to us as we dwell and 
abide in his word.   

 

3. Meditation is Vocational.  
The purpose of meditation is not for contemplation’s sake alone but action for our 
neighbour as we serve spouse, child, parent, friend, work colleague etc. We meditate on 
Scripture so that by faith we trust in the Christ who is for us and in us, the same Christ 
who calls us to live out our faith in our family, our work, the church and the world. 
Meditation on Christ and his word encourages us in our callings. As we bear the cross and 
live under its shadow, as we are tempted and tested, we persist with the callings God has 
given us as he uses us to serve and bless the world.  

 
 
 
 

                                                                   
29 M. Brecht, Martin Luther; his Road to Reformation 1483-1521, p.137 
30 Kleinig, J.W. “The Kindled Heart; Luther on Meditation”, Lutheran Theological Journal, Luther Seminary, North 
Adelaide: 20, 1986, pp.142-154 
31 Kleinig; Christian Spirituality Subject, Luther Seminary 1999 
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