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There is a moment that happens to most of us at some point. You are sitting in traffic, or 

standing in the shower, or staring at the ceiling at 2 a.m., and you feel it — a kind of bone-

deep exhaustion that has nothing to do with how many hours you slept. It is the exhaustion of 

a mind that never stops. A mind that is always planning, replaying, worrying, scrolling. A 

mind that has forgotten what it feels like to simply be quiet. 

 

If you have ever felt that way, you are in very good company. And if you have ever searched 

for something deeper than the standard "take ten deep breaths" advice — something that 

actually reaches the root of that restlessness — then contemplative meditation might be 

exactly what you have been looking for. 

 

This is not a guide about productivity hacks or biohacking your brain. It is about something 

older and quieter than that. Contemplative meditation is one of humanity's oldest inner 

technologies, practiced for thousands of years across nearly every spiritual tradition on earth. 

And right now, at a moment when anxiety is at record highs and our collective attention span 

is measured in seconds, it may be more relevant than ever. 

 

 

 

What Exactly Is Contemplative Meditation? 

The word "contemplative" comes from the Latin contemplari, meaning to observe or to gaze 

attentively. And that, in its simplest form, is what contemplative meditation asks of you: to 

look inward with patience and without agenda. 

 

Unlike concentration-based practices — where you fix your attention on a single point, like 

the flame of a candle or the sensation of your breath — contemplative meditation is less 

about narrowing your focus and more about expanding your awareness. It is about creating a 

kind of inner spaciousness, a quiet receptivity, in which something deeper than thought can 

be heard. 

 

Different traditions describe this differently. In the Christian mystical tradition, contemplative 

prayer is understood as a direct, loving attentiveness to God — not talking at God, but 

listening for God, resting in the divine presence the way you might rest in the company of 



someone you love deeply, without needing to fill the silence with words [1]. In the Buddhist 

tradition, contemplative practices like Vipassana (insight meditation) cultivate a clear-eyed 

awareness of the nature of mind and reality, allowing the practitioner to see through the 

illusions of the ego and encounter what is actually true [2]. In the Hindu tradition, the practice 

of dhyana — often translated as meditation — describes a sustained, unbroken flow of 

awareness toward a single object of contemplation, a state that the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali 

describe as a prerequisite for the deepest states of absorption [2]. 

 

What all of these traditions share is the conviction that beneath the noise of ordinary thinking, 

there is a deeper layer of consciousness — call it the True Self, the soul, pure awareness, or 

simply stillness — and that regular contemplative practice is the most reliable path to 

accessing it. 

 

It is worth distinguishing contemplative meditation from what most people picture when they 

hear the word "meditation." Many people imagine someone sitting cross-legged, eyes closed, 

trying very hard not to think. Contemplative meditation is not that. It is not a performance of 

serenity. It is not about suppressing thoughts or achieving some special state. It is, at its heart, 

a practice of profound listening — to yourself, to the silence, to whatever you understand as 

the sacred. 

 

 

 

A Brief History: Where Did Contemplative Meditation Come 

From? 

One of the most remarkable things about contemplative meditation is how old it is — and 

how independently it emerged across cultures that had no contact with one another. 

 

The earliest written records of meditation come from the Hindu Vedas, composed around 

1500 BCE, though oral traditions suggest the practices themselves are far older [2]. The 

Upanishads, the philosophical texts that followed the Vedas, describe in remarkable detail the 

inner states that arise through sustained contemplation — states of deep absorption, expanded 

awareness, and union with the ground of being. 

 

Around 600 to 400 BCE, similar contemplative traditions were emerging simultaneously in 

Buddhist India and Taoist China [2]. The Buddha himself is said to have attained 

enlightenment through a form of deep contemplative practice — sitting beneath the Bodhi 

tree in sustained, unwavering awareness until the nature of suffering and liberation became 

clear to him. 

 

In the West, contemplative traditions have roots that are just as deep, though they are often 

less well known. The ancient Greeks practiced forms of philosophical contemplation — 

theoria, or the contemplative beholding of truth — as the highest form of human activity [2]. 

Early Christian mystics, particularly the Desert Fathers and Mothers of Egypt and Syria in the 

third and fourth centuries, developed sophisticated practices of inner prayer and silence that 



formed the foundation of the Christian contemplative tradition [1]. Figures like Meister 

Eckhart, St. John of the Cross, and St. Teresa of Ávila later articulated these experiences with 

extraordinary psychological precision, describing the stages of inner transformation that 

sustained contemplative practice makes possible. 

 

What is striking, looking across all of these traditions, is not how different they are but how 

similar. The language varies — "God," "Buddha-nature," "Tao," "pure consciousness" — but 

the underlying experience they point toward is remarkably consistent: a state of deep inner 

quiet in which the ordinary, anxious self falls away and something more fundamental and 

more peaceful is revealed. 

 

 

 

Contemplative Meditation vs. Mindfulness: What Is the 

Difference? 

In the past two decades, mindfulness has become the dominant form of meditation in the 

Western mainstream. It has been adopted by hospitals, corporations, schools, and sports 

teams. There are mindfulness apps, mindfulness retreats, mindfulness-based therapies, and 

mindfulness courses for everything from chronic pain to leadership development. And for 

good reasons, the research supporting mindfulness is substantial and growing. 

 

But mindfulness and contemplative meditation, while related, are not the same thing. 

Understanding the difference matters, especially if you are trying to figure out which practice 

is right for you. 

 

Mindfulness, as it is typically taught in secular Western contexts, is rooted in the Buddhist 

practice of sati, a Pali word meaning awareness or attention. The core instruction is simple: 

pay attention to what is happening right now, in your direct experience, without judging it or 

trying to change it. Notice the sensation of your breath. Notice the sounds in the room. Notice 

the thoughts arising in your mind, and let them pass like clouds across a sky. The goal is to 

develop a stable, clear, non-reactive awareness of the present moment. 

 

Contemplative meditation shares this foundation of present-moment awareness, but it tends to 

go further or perhaps more accurately, it goes deeper. Where mindfulness often maintains a 

certain observational distance from experience (you are the witness, watching what arises), 

contemplative meditation frequently involves a more intimate, participatory quality. You are 

not just watching the silence; you are resting in it. You are not just observing your inner life; 

you are allowing yourself to be transformed by it. 

 

One practitioner put it this way: "Mindfulness meditation is more about 'being with' 

experience, and centering prayer is more 'letting go' of experience" [3]. That distinction — 

being with versus letting go — captures something essential. Mindfulness cultivates a quality 

of clear seeing. Contemplative meditation cultivates a quality of surrender. 

 



There is also a dimension of depth and intention that often distinguishes the two. Secular 

mindfulness is, by design, religiously neutral. It has been deliberately stripped of its Buddhist 

metaphysical context in order to be accessible to people of all backgrounds. Contemplative 

meditation, by contrast, is almost always oriented toward something transcendent — whether 

that is understood in explicitly religious terms (God, the divine, the sacred) or in more 

broadly spiritual terms (the True Self, universal consciousness, the ground of being) [4]. 

 

Neither approach is superior. They serve different needs and different temperaments. But if 

you are someone who has tried mindfulness and found it helpful but somehow incomplete or 

if you are looking for something that goes beyond stress reduction and touches into 

something more fundamental, then contemplative meditation may be the next step on your 

path. 

 

 Mindfulness Meditation Contemplative Meditation 

Core Practice 
Non-judgmental awareness of the 

present moment 

Deep inner listening; resting in open awareness or 

sacred presence 

Orientation 
Observational — you witness 

experience 
Participatory — you rest within experience 

Goal 
Clarity, focus, stress reduction, 

emotional regulation 

Inner transformation, spiritual depth, union with 

the True Self or the sacred 

Typical 

Context 

Secular; clinical, corporate, and 

educational settings 

Spiritual or religious; also accessible to non-

religious practitioners 

Key 

Instruction 

"Pay attention to what is happening 

right now" 
"Let go and rest in the silence" 

 

 

What the Science Says: The Remarkable Benefits of 

Contemplative Practice 

For a long time, the benefits of contemplative meditation were understood primarily through 

the lens of personal testimony and spiritual tradition. Monks and mystics spoke of inner 

peace, clarity, and transformation, but these were subjective experiences, difficult to measure 

or verify. In the past few decades, however, neuroscience and psychology have begun to 

catch up with what contemplatives have known for millennia, and the findings are genuinely 

remarkable. 

 

Your Brain on Contemplation 

One of the most significant discoveries in meditation research is that regular practice literally 

changes the physical structure of the brain. A comprehensive 2024 systematic review 



published in Biomedicines found that meditation induces neuroplasticity. Neuroplasticity is  

the brain's capacity to reorganize and form new neural connections in ways that have lasting 

positive effects on emotional regulation, cognitive function, and stress resilience [5]. 

 

Specifically, long-term meditators show increased cortical thickness in regions of the brain 

associated with attention, introspection, and sensory processing. They also show reduced 

reactivity in the amygdala, the brain's alarm system, responsible for triggering the fight-or-

flight response [5]. In practical terms, this means that regular contemplative practice makes 

you less reactive. Things that used to send you into a spiral of anxiety or anger begin to lose 

their grip. You develop what one researcher called "response flexibility" which is the ability 

to pause between stimulus and reaction, and to choose how you respond rather than simply 

being swept along by your emotions. 

 

Perhaps even more intriguing is research into what scientists call "deep rest," a physiological 

state that is distinct from ordinary relaxation and appears to be uniquely restorative. A 

landmark study published in Psychological Review proposed that most adults in developed 

countries spend the majority of their waking hours in a state of low-grade, chronic stress — 

not acute crisis, but a persistent background hum of moderate threat arousal that slowly 

depletes the body's restorative capacity [6]. Contemplative practices, the researchers found, 

are one of the most effective ways to shift out of this state and into genuine deep rest — a 

state characterized by parasympathetic nervous system dominance that allows the body and 

mind to truly recover [6]. 

 

The Cortisol Connection 

One of the most concrete and measurable benefits of contemplative meditation is its effect on 

cortisol, the body's primary stress hormone. Elevated cortisol is associated with a wide range 

of health problems, including impaired immune function, disrupted sleep, weight gain, 

cardiovascular disease, and accelerated cognitive aging. 

 

Research has consistently shown that regular meditation practice significantly reduces 

cortisol levels — not just in the moment of practice, but as a sustained baseline shift [7]. One 

study found that participants who practiced mindfulness meditation showed measurably 

lower cortisol levels in their blood compared to non-meditators [7]. Another study, measuring 

cortisol in hair samples (which reflects long-term hormonal patterns rather than momentary 

fluctuations), found similar results — suggesting that the stress-reducing effects of 

contemplative practice accumulate over time and become part of the body's new normal [7]. 

 

Anxiety, Depression, and the Quiet Revolution in Mental Health 

The mental health implications of contemplative practice are equally compelling. A growing 

body of research demonstrates that mindfulness-based and contemplative interventions are 

highly effective in reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression — in some studies, 

comparable in effectiveness to antidepressant medication, without the side effects [8]. 

 

The mechanism appears to be multifaceted. Contemplative practice reduces the activity of the 

default mode network — the brain's "wandering mind" network, which is associated with 



rumination, self-referential thinking, and the kind of repetitive negative thought loops that 

characterize both anxiety and depression. It also strengthens the prefrontal cortex's capacity 

to regulate emotional responses, making it easier to step back from distressing thoughts rather 

than being consumed by them [5]. 

 

For people who have struggled with anxiety or depression, this is not a small thing. It 

represents a fundamental shift in the relationship between the self and its own thoughts — 

from being at the mercy of the mind's noise to becoming, gradually, its compassionate 

witness. 

 

 

 

The Major Traditions of Contemplative Meditation 

One of the beautiful things about contemplative meditation is its diversity. There is no single 

"correct" form of the practice. Different traditions offer different doorways into the same 

essential territory of inner stillness. Here is a brief overview of some of the most significant 

contemplative traditions and the practices they offer. 

 

Centering Prayer is a Christian contemplative practice developed in the 1970s by Trappist 

monks Thomas Keating, Basil Pennington, and William Meninger, drawing on the ancient 

tradition of apophatic (or "unknowing") prayer. The practice involves sitting in silence for 20 

minutes, twice a day, using a single sacred word as a symbol of one's intention to consent to 

the presence and action of God [1]. Whenever thoughts arise — and they will — the 

practitioner gently returns to the sacred word, not as a mantra to be repeated constantly, but 

as a gentle redirection of intention. The goal is not to achieve any particular experience but 

simply to show up, in silence, and consent to whatever God wishes to do in that space. 

 

Lectio Divina, or "sacred reading," is another ancient Christian contemplative practice that 

involves the slow, meditative reading of a short passage of scripture or sacred text. The 

reader moves through four stages: lectio (reading), meditatio (reflection), oratio (prayer or 

response), and contemplatio (resting in the presence that the reading has opened) [1]. It is less 

about extracting information from the text and more about allowing the text to speak to the 

depths of the heart. 

 

Vipassana, or insight meditation, is one of the oldest forms of Buddhist meditation, said to 

have been taught by the Buddha himself. It involves the systematic, sustained observation of 

bodily sensations, thoughts, and emotions as they arise and pass away, cultivating a direct, 

experiential understanding of the three marks of existence: impermanence, suffering, and the 

absence of a fixed self [2]. Ten-day silent Vipassana retreats, taught in the tradition of S.N. 

Goenka, have become increasingly popular worldwide and are offered free of charge at 

centers around the globe. 

 

Zazen, the seated meditation practice of Zen Buddhism, is perhaps the most austere of the 

major contemplative traditions. The practitioner sits in stillness, often facing a wall, with no 



object of meditation, no mantra, no visualization — simply sitting, fully present, in what Zen 

teachers call "just this." The practice is deceptively simple and profoundly challenging, 

cutting through the mind's constant need to be doing something and revealing what remains 

when all doing ceases. 

 

Loving-Kindness Meditation (Metta in Pali) is a contemplative practice that cultivates 

compassion and goodwill — first toward oneself, then toward loved ones, then toward neutral 

people, then toward difficult people, and finally toward all beings everywhere. It is a practice 

of deliberately expanding the heart's capacity for love, and research suggests it is particularly 

effective in reducing self-criticism, increasing social connection, and cultivating a sense of 

meaning and purpose [8]. 

 

 

 

How to Begin Your Own Contemplative Practice 

The most important thing to know about starting a contemplative meditation practice is this: 

you do not need to be ready. You do not need to have your life together, your mind quiet, or 

your schedule clear. You do not need a special cushion, a meditation app, or a teacher 

(though all of these can help). You need only a willingness to sit down, be still, and show up 

for whatever arises. 

 

Here is a simple framework for beginning. 

 

Start small and start now. Research consistently shows that consistency matters far more 

than duration, especially in the early stages of practice [9]. Five minutes every morning is 

worth more than an hour once a week. Choose a time — ideally the same time each day — 

and protect it. Many experienced meditators favor early morning, before the day's demands 

have had a chance to crowd in, but the best time is simply the time you will actually use [9]. 

 

Create a space that supports stillness. This does not need to be elaborate. A quiet corner, a 

comfortable chair, a few minutes of freedom from your phone — that is enough. Some 

people find that small rituals help: lighting a candle, placing a meaningful object nearby, or 

beginning with a few slow, deliberate breaths to signal to the body and mind that something 

different is about to happen. 

 

Choose your practice. If you are drawn to the Christian tradition, Centering Prayer is an 

accessible and well-documented entry point — the book Open Mind, Open Heart by Thomas 

Keating is an excellent guide. If you are drawn to the Buddhist tradition, a simple breath-

awareness practice (following the natural rhythm of the breath, returning gently whenever the 

mind wanders) is a time-tested beginning. If you are not drawn to any particular tradition, 

simply sitting in silence with the intention to be present — to listen, without agenda — is 

itself a legitimate and powerful contemplative practice. 

 



Make peace with the wandering mind. This is perhaps the single most important piece of 

advice for any new meditator. The mind will wander. It will wander constantly, especially at 

first. You will sit down with the intention to be present and find yourself, three minutes later, 

mentally composing an email or replaying an argument from last week. This is not failure. 

This is the practice. The moment you notice that your mind has wandered and you gently 

return to your point of focus — that moment of noticing and returning — is the core of the 

practice. Each return is a small act of inner freedom [10]. 

 

Be patient with the process. Contemplative meditation is not a quick fix. It is a practice — 

something you return to again and again, not because each session is transcendent (most are 

not) but because the cumulative effect of regular practice slowly, quietly, and profoundly 

changes who you are. The benefits tend to be subtle at first: a little more space between 

stimulus and reaction, a slightly greater capacity to sit with discomfort, a growing sense of 

groundedness that persists even when life is difficult. Over time, these subtle shifts 

compound into something remarkable. 

 

 

 

Common Misconceptions (and Why They Stop People Before 

They Start) 

A few persistent myths about meditation deserve to be addressed directly, because they stop a 

lot of people before they even begin. 

 

"I can't meditate because I can't stop thinking." This is the most common misconception, 

and it is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of what meditation is. The goal of 

contemplative meditation is not to stop thinking. Thoughts are not the enemy. The practice is 

not about achieving a blank mind; it is about changing your relationship to your thoughts — 

learning to observe them without being controlled by them, and returning, again and again, to 

the deeper stillness that exists beneath them [10]. 

 

"I don't have time." Five minutes is enough to begin. And the irony is that most people who 

establish a regular contemplative practice report that they feel like they have more time — 

not because the hours in the day have changed, but because their relationship to time has. 

When you are less reactive, less scattered, and more present, you tend to be more effective in 

everything you do. 

 

"Meditation is a religious practice and I'm not religious." Contemplative meditation has 

deep roots in religious traditions, but it is not exclusively religious. Many people practice it in 

a completely secular way, as a form of mental training and inner hygiene. The benefits — 

reduced stress, improved emotional regulation, greater clarity and focus — are available 

regardless of one's beliefs or lack thereof. 

 

"I tried it once and nothing happened." Contemplative practice is cumulative. A single 

session is like a single visit to the gym — you will not leave with visible muscles. The 



transformation happens slowly, beneath the surface, through the steady accumulation of 

practice over time. 

 

 

 

A Final Word: The Courage of Stillness 

There is something quietly countercultural about choosing to sit in stillness in a world that 

rewards constant activity. In a culture that measures worth by productivity and equates 

busyness with importance, taking twenty minutes to simply be — to listen, to rest, to let go 

— can feel almost radical. 

 

But that is precisely why it matters. Contemplative meditation is, at its heart, an act of trust 

— trust that beneath the noise and the striving and the endless doing, there is something 

worth listening to. Trust that stillness is not emptiness but fullness. Trust that the deepest 

wisdom available to you is not found in the next podcast or the next self-help book but in the 

quiet that opens up when you finally stop running from yourself. 

 

You do not have to believe any particular thing to begin. You do not have to be spiritual, or 

religious, or even especially interested in meditation. You only have to be willing to sit down, 

close your eyes, and give the silence a chance. 

 

It has been waiting for you longer than you know. 
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