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What Is This Book About?

Mindfulness is one of today’s buzzwords. Not without reason, I would
say. Research in psychology and psychotherapy has shown mindfulness
to be related to numerous positive outcomes.

However, mindfulness has received a mixed reception within Chris-
tianity due to fears that it might be inconsistent with Christian beliefs.
This situation is potentially preventing many Christians to benefit from
mindfulness-based interventions.

This book investigates the relationship and compatibility between the
psychological construct of mindfulness and Christian  faith.  Based on a
careful analysis, it shows that there is a  robust congruence instead of
dissonances between the two.

It shows that mindfulness is at home in Christianity.
The main message of the book thus strongly resonates with the words

that Jesus addressed to each and every human being: “Watch!” (Mark
13:37 NIV).

Because the book is based on a research project which was carried out
at  the Sigmund Freud University,  it  is  possible  to  be  offered free  of
charge in an e-book format and thus contributing to the global efforts
toward open science.
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Mindfulness as a Psychological Construct

After much research during the last three decades, mindfulness has
reached the status of a scientific concept within modern psychology.
According to classical Western definition, mindfulness is “the awareness
that emerges through paying atten-
tion on purpose, in the present mo-
ment,  and  nonjudgmentally  to  the
unfolding of experience moment by
moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145).
While  purposefulness  as  a  defining
element  of  mindfulness  could  be  a
matter  of  debate,  research  shows
that  the most  parsimonious  defini-
tion of  mindfulness  as  a  psychological  construct  might  be “nonjudg-
mental,  accepting awareness  of  one’s  own experience in  the  present
moment” (Černetič, 2017, p. 49; see also Cardaciotto et al., 2008; Lindsay
& Creswell, 2017). This refers to the internal experience of an individual
(e.g., thoughts, feelings, sensations) as well as external experience (e.g.,
other people, the environment).

Three core elements constitute the mindfulness construct: (a) focus
on the present moment (vs. excessive focus on the past or future), (b)
awareness of  experience (internal  and external),  and (c)  acceptance/
non-judgment of this experience. A person who is in a mindful psycho-
logical state resembles an impartial observer who is attentively observ-
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ing what is going on internally and externally, without becoming entan-
gled in the content of their experience (in the sense of either clinging to
it or avoiding it).

In  psychology,  psychotherapy  and  related  fields,  mindfulness  has
been associated with numerous positive outcomes. In a review of empir-

ical  studies in three research areas
(cross-sectional,  correlational  re-
search;  intervention  research;  and
laboratory-based,  experimental  re-
search), Keng and colleagues (2011)
concluded  that  mindfulness  brings
about various positive psychological
effects,  including  increased  subjec-
tive well-being, reduced psychologi-
cal  symptoms  and  emotional
reactivity,  and  improved  be-
havioural regulation. Similarly, in a
systematic  review of  non-interven-
tional, quantitative papers on dispo-

sitional mindfulness and psychological health in non-clinical samples,
Tomlinson and colleagues  (2018)  concluded that  research has consis-
tently shown a positive relationship between dispositional mindfulness
and psychological  health.  More specifically,  dispositional  mindfulness
(a) appeared to be inversely related to psychopathological  symptoms
(such  as  depressive  symptoms),  (b)  was  positively  linked to  adaptive
cognitive processes (such as less rumination and pain catastrophizing),
and (c) appeared to be associated with better emotional processing and
regulation.
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Is Mindfulness Compatible with
Christianity?

After  the exponential  growth  in
the  number  of  original  articles
about  mindfulness  and  meditation,
published in scientific journals since
the turn of the millennium (see Van
Dam et al.,  2018),  doubts about the
existence  of  several real  and  re-
markable  positive  effects  of  mind-
fulness could now be seen mainly as
a  thing  from  the  past.  However,
mindfulness  entered  contemporary
scientific  discourse  primarily  from
Buddhist  traditions,  and  the  link
with Buddhism remains clearly visi-
ble  in  the  academic  mindfulness
community.  It  is  therefore  understandable  that  Christians1 are  con-
cerned about the compatibility of mindfulness with the beliefs of their
own religion. There are many Christians who denounce all mindfulness

1 When making claims about Christianity and Christians in this book, I refer
mostly to  mainstream or Nicene Christianity  which accepts  Niceno-Con-
stantinopolitan Creed. This includes the Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox,
Anglican, and major Protestant churches.

Is Mindfulness Compatible with Christianity? 15

Many Christians
denounce mindfulness
practice because they

believe it is not
compatible with their

faith (Oden, 2017). But
here is a danger of

throwing the baby out
with the bathwater.



practice because they believe it is not compatible with Christian faith
(Oden, 2017). But  here is a danger of throwing the baby out with the
bathwater.

Mindfulness has not just been proved to be a most helpful concept, it
has also become an autonomous and valid construct of secular psychol-
ogy,  independent  of  any  direct  religious  connotations.  Kabat-Zinn
(1990)  perceives  mindfulness  as  fundamentally  just  a  specific  way of

paying  attention.  For  him,  the  ca-
pacity for mindfulness is a universal,
inherent human ability. As Lambert
(2014)  points out,  mindfulness as  a
mode of awareness/attention that is
a universal human capacity needs to
be distinguished from the (various)
practices that evoke it. “Often Chris-
tians  only  view  mindfulness  from
one  side  –  the  Buddhist  roots  of

many of the meditative or mindful awareness practices – and dismiss
the idea of mindfulness. Approaching it from the point of view of cogni-
tive psychology makes it more difficult to automatically dismiss” (Lam-
bert, 2014, p. 32). In my view, mindfulness is basically a psychological
process, which has been shown to be helpful in diverse contexts (not
just Buddhist ones), and different traditions have developed practices
for cultivating it – including, in a prominent way, Christianity. Brown
and colleagues (2011, p. 1042) observe that “[m]indfulness, as Jon Kabat-
Zinn has suggested, is Buddhist in the same way that gravity is Newto-
nian. That is, Buddhism has pointed to rather than invented a human
capacity.” 

 “Blind denouncements of mindfulness are as troublesome as blind
acceptance. Rather than fear the mindfulness movement, we must criti-
cally curate it as we do other cultural trends”, asserts Oden (2017, p. 45).
Unfortunately,  the  field  of  mindfulness  still  lacks  research regarding
connections with Christian theology and tradition, and despite the ex-
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ponential growth of scientific publications about mindfulness, Christian
aspects are rarely explored.

The literature that has focused on these aspects (e.g., Lambert, 2014;
Oden, 2017; Stead, 2016) suggests that psychological conceptualizations
of mindfulness might in fact be much more closely related to Christian-
ity than it may seem at first glance. Oden (2017) and Rehg (2002) wrote
about the presence of mindfulness in the Christian tradition from the
era of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, through the Middle Ages (e.g., in
Francis of Assisi), up to the modern period (e.g., in Teresa of Avila and
in the Ignatian concept of discernment). In the spirituality of the Desert
Fathers, among the most important concepts were gk. nepsis (watchful-
ness, awareness of or attention to what is going on inside and around
the person; see Nicodemus et al., 1983; Oden, 2017; Vlachos, 1994) and
gk. apatheia (equanimity, but not in-
difference  or  apathy;  see  Nguyen,
2018).  On  a  psychological  (but  not
necessarily theological) level,  nepsis
and apatheia could be seen as paral-
lels to the awareness and the accep-
tance  facets  of  the  mindfulness
construct (Černetič, 2018).

Some writers (e.g., Blanton, 2011)
consider mindfulness to be a key el-
ement not just in Buddhism, but also
in Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and Taoism. In one of my pre-
vious  studies (Černetič,  2018),  I compared  some frequently  used and
well-known practices in the fields of secular psychology, Buddhism, and
Christianity, and argued that on a psychological level, in all three con-
texts the  same two  broad  types  of  mindfulness  practices  are  clearly
present: (a) receptive practices (Buddhist vipassana, Christian nepsis, and
the secular-psychological  version of  the practice of  objectless  aware-
ness2), and (b) concentrative practices (Buddhist samatha, Christian con-

2 See Dunne et al. (2019) for more on mindful meta-awareness from the view-
point of psychology.
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templative  prayers  such  as  the Jesus  prayer  and  rosary,  and  secular
awareness of breathing).

Contemplative prayer (or the practice of stillness,  still  prayer) and
the practice of watchfulness or awareness are, according to Laird (2006,
p. 4), “two contemplative practices of fundamental importance in the
Christian tradition”. They “are not imports from other religious tradi-
tions, and the Christian contemplative tradition has a lot to say about
them” (Laird, 2006, p. 4). Chow Trammel (2015) claims that contempla-
tive practices from Christian religious tradition may be an alternative to

the Buddhist framework that much
of the mindfulness  research has  as
its base. However, many people are
unaware  of  the  Christian  roots  of
mindfulness.  Oden  (2017,  p.  44)
pointed out  that “[t]he assumption
among  some  Christians  that  mind-
fulness is a uniquely Buddhist prac-
tice  has  been  surprisingly
persistent, revealing a profound lack

of  awareness  of  Christian  tradition”. For  Ih-Ren Mong  (2015,  p.  99),
“[m]indfulness is by no means the exclusive property of the Buddhist”.
In his view, mindfulness can be discovered within the wellspring of the
Christian tradition; and while doctrinal formulations, as well as scholas-
ticism of the Middle Ages, have relegated this contemplative and experi-
ential dimension of Christianity to the background, it is now waiting to
be revived and restored.

Christians might engage with the modern mindfulness cultural move-
ment in two ways (Bushlack, 2015): (a) They have something important
to learn from it. They can gratefully acknowledge and learn from the
large amount of scientific studies conducted so far that suggest ways
that mindfulness practices may provide effective means of improving
physical and mental health and connecting to a deeper sense of mean-
ing and compassion in human life. According to Symington and Syming-
ton  (2012),  not  only  are  principles  of  mindfulness  compatible  with
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Christianity, but they can also enhance the Christian spiritual journey.
(b)  Christians themselves  have something important to contribute  to
the cultural dialogue regarding mindfulness by drawing upon their own
rich theological heritage of prayer and meditation (Bushlack, 2015).

As the contemporary mindfulness movement is heavily influenced by
Buddhism, there is a need for combined theological-psychological inves-
tigations for developing a model of mindfulness suitable for Christians.
As a rather striking illustration of such a need,  I  would mention the
claim (which was made in a sincere and well-intentioned act within an
interfaith dialogue) by a well-known Buddhist monk and author, Thich
Nhat  Hanh  (1999),  who  said  that
mindfulness in Buddhism is compa-
rable to the Holy Spirit in Christian-
ity. In Nhat Hanh’s opinion, “we can
cultivate the Holy Spirit the way we
cultivate  mindfulness” (Nhat  Hanh,
1999, p. 89). From the viewpoint of
Christian  theology,  such  an  asser-
tion is incompatible with the funda-
mental distinction between the Creator and his Creation, blending the
(supernatural) Triune God with a natural human faculty (a psychologi-
cal capacity for awareness and attention).

Mutter (2014) is certainly right in saying that the mere fact that psy-
chological mindfulness and religion each practice meditation does not
serve as a sufficient basis to conclude that these practices are equivalent
to each other. Elsewhere he (Mutter, 2015, p. 79) is even more concrete,
claiming that “there is  an essential  disconnect between the meaning
constructs that underlie Christian spiritual practices and the meaning
constructs that inform MBSR”3.

However, this does not necessarily mean, in my opinion, that there
are  no  potentially  valuable  psychological connections  between secular

3 Mindfulness-Based  Stress  Reduction  programme,  or  MBSR  (Kabat-Zinn,
1990), is the most well-researched mindfulness-based intervention (MBI) in
recent decades.
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mindfulness and Christian religious experiences, nor that secular-psy-
chological  mindfulness,  when  properly  contextualized,  could  not  be
suitable and useful for Christians. The works of several great Christian
authors (including Augustine of Hippo, Evagrius Ponticus, and Ignatius
of Loyola) were not only spiritual in nature but also profoundly psycho-
logical. Studies combining research into the theological and psychologi-
cal aspects of mindfulness may further this investigative tradition, and
they  might  provide  at  least  some answers  to  the  pressing  questions
stemming out of a search for possible congruence between contempo-
rary  psychological  knowledge  about  mindfulness,  and  the  Christian
worldview and tradition.
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Aim and Method of the Study

The Research Question
In investigating the relationship and compatibility between secular-

psychological mindfulness and Christian faith,  I turned to the Bible as
the ultimate foundation of Christian teaching and beliefs. The research
question was how compatible mindfulness as a scientific psychological
construct  (more  specifically,  its  three  core  elements:  focus  on  the
present moment,  awareness of  experience,  and acceptance/non-judg-
ment of experience) is  (are) with Christian beliefs,  as they are repre-
sented  in  the  New  Testament,  and
the relevant theology.

Existing literature deals with the
relationship  between mindfulness
and  Christianity  either  from  the
viewpoint  of  mindfulness  practices
(e.g., comparing secular mindfulness
practices  to  practices  in  the Chris-
tian tradition;  Černetič,  2018) or of
theological  concepts  (e.g.,  identify-
ing trinitarian aspects of the mind-
fulness  concept;  Stead,  2016),
whereas  there  has  been  much  less
focus so far on how mindfulness as a
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specific psychological construct is related to the core beliefs of Chris-
tianity. There still seems to be a lack of systematic studies carried out
from a psychological point of view and bringing a sound and sincere
Christian theology into the analysis. The present study aims to contrib-
ute to reducing this lacuna in mindfulness research.

The Research Method
To answer the research question I decided to employ a hermeneutic

analysis of a sample of New Testament texts.  (For a hermeneutic ap-
proach to research in psychology and related fields see Moules et al.,

2015; Sandage et al., 2008; for bibli-
cal  hermeneutics  see  Virkler  &
Ayayo, 2007).

The  sample  of  biblical  texts  was
formed  using  the  theoretical  sam-
pling method common to qualitative
research  in  psychology.  Material
was collected for the analysis up to
the  point  of  theoretical  saturation
when the inclusion of any additional
material in  the  analysis  would not
contribute  any  significant  new  in-
sights  or  findings. In  order  to  dis-
cover  as  many  relevant  aspects  of

the  research  topic  as  possible,  the  sampling  of  biblical  material  was
guided by the principle of maximum variation sampling (e.g., Hardon et
al., 2004) common to qualitative research in psychology.

The process of analysis has been carried out in accordance with the
principle of the hermeneutic circle,  in order for understanding to be
gradually built through a constant change of perspective from a part
(such as a word, a sentence, or an excerpt) to the whole (the Bible, in-
cluding historical, cultural, and linguistic contexts) and vice versa.
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The results of the analysis are grouped into three subsections which
correspond to the three core elements of the mindfulness construct: fo-
cus on the present moment, awareness of experience, and acceptance/
non-judgment of experience.

Unless noted otherwise, biblical quotations are from the New Revised
Standard Version Bible (NRSV)4.

4 Copyright © 1989, 1993 the Division of Christian Education of the National
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by
permission. All rights reserved.
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Focus on the Present Moment

As an ontological fact, it is only possible to live in the present, be-
cause the past is by definition gone and the future is not yet here. Being
focused on the here-and-now is therefore crucial in the life of every in-
dividual. Interestingly, Highland (2005) noticed a similar emphasis on
the now by one of the most impor-
tant  Church  Fathers,  Augustine  of
Hippo.

At  the  beginning  of  his  earthly
ministry, Jesus announced that “the
kingdom of heaven has come near”
(Matt. 4:17 NRSV). If the Kingdom is
here now, then each moment of the
present becomes blessed. People do
not have to wait for longer, and they should start living. The impor-
tance of the present is underscored by Paul the Apostle in the Second
Corinthians (6:2): “See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is the day of
salvation!”

Of the two Greek words for time, chronos and kairos, the latter is more
frequently used in the New Testament (e.g., Mark 1:15), with the ratio of
approximately 1 to 1.5, respectively (by my own count). Chronos denotes
the quantitative aspect of time, while kairos refers to the qualitative as-
pect and signifies a discrete, special moment, an opportunity. If a per-
son is  sufficiently  attentive  to the present,  they may experience life
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moments in a kairotic way – as something unique, God-given and conse-
crated, lived to the full. In contrast, when mindless and not paying at-
tention, one might experience each upcoming moment as just another
insignificant, routinely-lived and rather meaningless point in time (as
chronos).  Chronological time passes by even when a person sleeps,  in
contrast to kairotical time which takes awareness to experience it – to
discover and fulfill a unique personal meaning in each single moment of

time. On a psychological level, mind-
fulness is able to transform  chronos
into  kairos. However, on a spiritual-
theological level, it is God’s presence
that makes out of time “the fullness
of time” (Gal. 4:4).

Jesus encouraged people to live in
the  present  instead  of  the  past  or
the future. Instead of being preoccu-
pied  with  tomorrow,  he  recom-
mended  focusing  primarily  on
today: “So  do  not  worry  about  to-
morrow,  for  tomorrow  will  bring

worries of its own. Today’s trouble is enough for today” (Matt. 6:34). He
also  advised  against  lingering  in  the  past,  insisting  that  if  someone
wants to join him as a disciple, they have to leave behind their attach-
ments to the old and gone, and live fully in the present. Even to a man
who wanted to bury his father first, Jesus said: “Let the dead bury their
own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God” (Luke
9:60). And to another, who wanted to say goodbye to his family, he said:
“No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the king-
dom of God” (Luke 9:62). Apparently, the past is dead, it contains no life.
Similarly, Paul writes about “forgetting what lies behind and straining
forward to what lies ahead” (Phil. 3:13).  Because of God’s redemptive
mercy, a Christian can live liberated of guilt regarding their past, and
free from apprehension about the future.
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To live in the here-and-now has a kenotic character in the New Testa-
ment. It means to be surrendered to God’s will in each and every mo-
ment, without attachments to one’s own impulses, plans, and desires for
comfort. When a man expressed to Jesus his inclination to follow him
wherever he might go, Jesus explained what such a way of life really
meant: “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of
Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 9:58). This can be understood as
Jesus’ willingness to do his Father’s will at all times, whatever it might
be; as his complete availability for all that the present brings, without
clinging to anything but his connection with the Father.

Striving to be fully present in the  here-and-now, devoted to God in
each and every moment, is a remarkable adventure for an individual
and involves  constant  change and growth.  God is  the  one who says:
“See,  I  am making  all  things  new” (Rev.  21:5).  Each new moment is
unique and offers an individual a new chance for change, for some kind
of conversion. To clothe themselves with the new self (cf. Eph. 4:24). To
become a new creation in Christ, where old passes away and everything
becomes  new  (cf.  2  Cor.  5:17).  In-
evitably,  as  noted  above,  each
growth point can only be in the con-
creteness of the present.  God is  al-
ways present, and if people are not,
they hardly progress.

Being mindful and thus rooted in
the present can help a Christian to
live their faith continually, in as many of their life’s moments as possi-
ble. There are strong exhortations to do that in First Thessalonians and
Philippians  (emphases are  added): “[r]ejoice  always” (1  Thess.  5:16),
“pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17), “give thanks in all circumstances” (1
Thess. 5:18), “[r]ejoice in the Lord  always” (Phil. 4:4), “in everything by
prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made
known to God” (Phil. 4:6).

From an eschatological perspective, there is a dialectical tension in
the life of a Christian between the “now” and the “not yet” of the King-
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dom of God (see Barrington-Ward, 2011). But precisely in Christ, in the
Incarnation, this tension is transcended, as Christians are invited to live
in what Chrysostomos (2007) termed the  eschatological now.  That is to
say, the eternal embraces us at each moment of time, and we might es-
sentially experience the past, the present, and the future in one con-
stant unity (Vlachos, 1994), as an eternal moment (Chrysostomos, 2007).
As I  understand this, the latter is transient chronological time trans-
formed into the kairos through Christ.
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Awareness of Experience

The awareness facet of mindfulness in secular psychology denotes be-
ing in contact with one’s sensations, emotions, thoughts, and motiva-
tions;  that  is,  with whatever  is  the  current  internal  and/or  external
experience or circumstance of an individual. It thus also includes being
aware of one’s surroundings, such as other people, nature, the noise of a
city – anything that one can possibly become aware of. For a Christian,
that includes the transcendent, or being contactful to God.

It  was  not  just  Siddhartha  Gau-
tama (or the Buddha, which in sev-
eral  languages  means “the
awakened one”) who taught people
to be awake, to live with awareness.
In Mark 13:37 Jesus said: “And what
I say to you I say to all: Keep awake”.
This  is  related to the parousia  (the
second coming of Christ) and to en-
countering Christ  at  the  end  of  an
individual’s earthly life: “Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on
what day your Lord is coming” (Matt. 24:42; similarly Mark 13:35–36).
Jesus  explained  that  those  who  follow  his  advice  will  be  well-off:
“Blessed are those slaves whom the master finds alert when he comes;
truly I tell you, he will fasten his belt and have them sit down to eat, and
he will come and serve them” (Luke 12:37). The call to vigilance is also
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found in the parable of the ten virgins: “Keep awake therefore, for you
know neither the day nor the hour” (Matt. 25:13). Similarly, in Revela-
tion: “See, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is the one who stays awake”
(16:15; see also Rev. 3:3).

This staying awake cannot be achieved without living in the present.
The foolish virgins (Matt. 25:1–13) who postponed their preparations for
meeting the bridegroom, consequently had to go buying oil when the
bridegroom was already there. As a bitter aftermath of their foolish-
ness, or mindlessness, they could not take part in the joy of the  wed-
ding.

In Luke 21 (v. 34.36) Jesus exhorted his listeners to be on guard, to be
“alert at all times” and prepared, and for that sake refraining from ex-

cessive indulgence in  worldly  plea-
sures and worries.

In the Garden of Gethsemane, Je-
sus taught his disciples to be watch-
ful,  or  mindful,  to  avoid  the
hardships  of  temptation:  “Stay
awake  and  pray  that  you  may  not
come into the time of  trial” (Matt.
26:41; similarly Mark 14:38 and Luke
22:46).  One  of  the  disciples  later
warned: “Discipline yourselves, keep

alert. Like a roaring lion your adversary the devil prowls around, look-
ing for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). The Greek word used here, nep-
sate (be sober), has the same root as the concept of nepsis which refers to
the sobriety of mind, to attention and watchfulness.

Nepsis was of profound importance for the Desert Fathers and Moth-
ers. Numerous references to nepsis are made in the Philokalia (Nicode-
mus et al.,  1983),  the full  title of this  compilation actually being  The
Philokalia of the Neptic Fathers (gk. Philokalia ton Ieron Neptikon). Nepsis, or
watchfulness, could be seen as a parallel to the contemporary psycho-
logical concept of mindfulness, at least to its awareness facet. According
to Lambert (2014, p. 22), watchfulness is “the hallmark of being a [Je-
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sus’] disciple”. “[I]t is clear that the central part of being a disciple is to
be perceptive and to be mindful – mindful of God, of others, of creation,
and also of our own self” (Lambert, 2014, p. 117).

Paul appeals for staying awake and being watchful in several places:
“[k]eep alert” (1 Cor. 16:13), or in another translation “[b]e watchful” (1
Cor. 16:13 ESV); “let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake
and be sober” (1 Thess. 5:6); “it is now the moment for you to wake from
sleep” (Rom. 13:11).

This waking up, or mindful awareness, enables discernment and real-
ization,  and  the  resulting  repentance  and  transformation. “Sleeper,
awake! Rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you” (Eph. 5:14). Be-
ing mindful is associated with com-
ing to light (or the Light) and living
in the truth/Truth which makes one
free  (John  8:32). “[T]hose  who  do
what is true come to the light” (John
3:21),  whereas  those  who  do  evil
avoid the light, avoid awareness and
the realization of the true nature of
their deeds (cf. John 3:20). Mindful-
ness, or awareness, seems to be one
of the key factors in the essential Christian process of personal transfor-
mation,  repentance,  or  conversion (gk.  metanoia;  see,  e.g.,  Mark 1:15,
Luke 24:47). That is, in the continuous transformation that occurs by re-
newing of the mind (Rom. 12:2). In Christian contemplative traditions,
being watchful (or mindful, as it were) is related to seeing truly or see-
ing deeply, which is what the Greek word theoria (and the Latin equiva-
lent contemplatio) is about.

Jesus urged people to be attentive to the word of God: “Let anyone
with ears to hear listen!” (Luke 8:8, similarly Matt. 13:9). Upon careful
reading, we notice that Jesus did not merely say this, but called it out! In
Matt. 13 (v. 11–15) Jesus explained that really seeing and hearing (i.e.,
with perceiving and understanding) cannot be expected to happen auto-
matically. Writing about Christian mindfulness, Oden (2017) places con-
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siderable emphasis on “having ears to listen” and “having eyes to see”,
stressing how mindfulness could be a catalyst for a person to really hear
and see, to be open and perceptive; not just to self and to other parts of
Creation, but also to the Word and the Spirit. This is particularly impor-
tant since “[t]he kingdom of God is not coming in ways that can be ob-
served” (Luke 17:20 ESV).

Another important aspect, related to awareness, is gratitude. In re-
cent decades, it has increasingly been the subject of psychological re-

search,  particularly  in  the  field  of
positive  psychology  (e.g.,  see  Em-
mons & Shelton, 2002). In First Thes-
salonians,  Paul  instructs  to “give
thanks  in  all  circumstances”, be-
cause “this is the will of God” (5:18).
The first  Epistle  to  Timothy  men-
tions grateful receiving (1 Tim. 4:3),
and enjoyment (1 Tim. 6:17), of the
goods that God created (cf. also Ec-

cles. 3:13 in the Old Testament). It is impossible to experience gratitude
without the awareness of endowment or bestowal, so mindfulness can
help a person to recognize and appreciate the multitude of gifts they re-
ceive from God on a daily basis (starting from being alive in the first
place), and to value and respect all parts of the Creation.

I conclude that the awareness facet of mindfulness appears to be fully
consistent  with  Christian  beliefs.  Lambert  (2014)  even  claims  that
within the Bible there is an implicit theology of attention and aware-
ness. In my view, awareness, which is basically a psychological process,
is crucial for the collaboration of a person with Christ in the redemptive
process he offers. Dobson (2011) wrote that only what a person is aware
of, can they surrender to God, who then transforms it with his grace.
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Acceptance/Non-judgment of Experience

It  would  be  a  mistake  to  simply
equate mindfulness with awareness,
because  it  is  also  the  quality  of
awareness  that  is  crucial,  not  just
the  quantity  of  it.  Awareness may
well be intolerant and critical; just a
mind without a heart, so to speak. In
contrast,  mindfulness  involves
awareness that is open and curious,
and at the same time accepting and
non-judgmental, empathic and com-
passionate,  patiently  honest  and
humbly  truthful.  The  acceptance/
non-judgmental  facet  of  the  mind-
fulness construct entails accepting experience as it is, without unneces-
sary attachments to it that would result either in avoidance of the expe-
rience or in clinging to it  or in reacting to or out of the experience
impulsively (i.e., non-reactivity). Related to this aspect of mindfulness,
Oden (2017, p. 51) remarked: “Some call this nonjudgmental observing.
Others call it prayerful attentiveness.”

Psychological  research points to the key role of  acceptance in  the
mindfulness construct (see Černetič, 2017, for a review). According to
Ingram (1990), awareness without acceptance can even become a factor

Acceptance/Non-judgment of Experience 39

Mindful awareness is
open and curious, and at
the same time accepting

and non-judgmental,
empathic and

compassionate, patiently
honest and humbly

truthful.



of psychopathology. However, compared to awareness, the acceptance
component of mindfulness is more elusive, harder to develop in mind-
fulness  practice,  and  also  more  foreign  to  modern  Western  culture
which seems almost obsessed with appearances and quick fixes.  That
said, an important Stoic, and later patristic concept was gk. apatheia (for
an overview, see Nguyen, 2018), which is similar to the acceptance and
non-judgmental  aspect  of  mindfulness  (Černetič,  2018).  Apatheia  de-
notes “the state of  the soul in tranquility,  free of disordered attach-
ments” (Nguyen,  2018,  p.  65).  In  Buddhism,  upekkha (in  Pali;  see
Buddhaghosa, 2010) would be a parallel concept.

Being non-judgmental and accepting, mindfulness does not exclude
(as it might seem) taking into account the moral and ethical aspects of a
given situation. In fact, a study by Kalafatoğlu and Turgut (2017) found a
positive correlation between the two dimensions of mindfulness (aware-
ness of experience and non-judgmental acceptance) and ethical behav-
iour among white collar employees. If mindfulness were to prevent an
individual from seeing events in the context of their values (and then
acting in accordance with these values), it would not be awareness but
the lack of it. Awareness without judgment helps a person to perceive in

a  more  clear,  objective,  and  inte-
grated manner. To see things more
as  they  are,  not  so  much  through
the prism of one’s own subjectivity
which often obscures the view, un-
necessarily  takes  away  the  energy,
and diverts attention to  less  signifi-
cant aspects of a situation. Indeed, a
study by Christie, Atkins and Donald
(2017) found that more mindful peo-
ple act more in line with their val-
ues. In Buddhism, to which Western
mindfulness  adherents  and  re-
searchers often refer, mindfulness is
strongly related to moral and ethical
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aspects,  particularly  in  the context
of the Eightfold Path. One could say
that mindfulness may help to recog-
nize  a  weakness  or  a  sin,  without
condemning  the  sinner  (oneself  or
another).

In the following subsections sev-
eral aspects of the acceptance/non-
judgmental  dimension  of  mindful-
ness are explored. The first two as-
pects are mainly psychological (the impossibility of being fully aware of
experience without accepting it, and avoiding futile attempts at mental
control), while the remaining five are central to Christian spirituality.

Impossibility of Being Fully Aware of Experience
Without Accepting It

As Brown and Ryan (2004) argued, without accepting an experience it
is  not  possible  to  be  fully  aware of  it.  Non-acceptance  motivates  at-
tempts to avoid, fight, or suppress experience, and such defence pro-
cesses interfere with awareness.  They tax cognitive resources and/or
blur the true content of the experience.

Despite  the  intrinsic  relatedness  of  experiential  acceptance  and
awareness, most experts would agree that it makes sense to regard ac-
ceptance as a separate element of mindfulness.

Avoiding Futile Attempts at Mental Control
Numerous psychological studies since the ironic process theory (Weg-

ner, 1994) have established that people have a limited capacity for men-
tal control (such as suppression), and hence fighting unwanted thoughts
and emotions is often ineffective (for a review, see Salters-Pedneault et
al., 2004; Wenzlaff & Wegner, 2000). When a person lacks experiential
acceptance, their attempts to avoid an unpleasant experience (i.e., expe-
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riential avoidance) often paradoxically strengthen the very experience
the person is trying to avoid. Whereas the attitude of allowing thoughts
and emotions to come into awareness, without paying a lot of attention
to them, grants an individual greater psychological freedom in relation
to difficult psychological material.

From  the  Epistle  of  James  (1:14–15) temptation  can  be  seen  as  a
process with several stages. The Church Fathers identified five stages of
how a sinful thought enters into a human heart: (a) assault, (b) interac-

tion,  (c)  consent,  (d)  captivity,  and
(e)  passion  (see  Markides,  2002;
Špidlík, 1999).  According to the Fa-
thers, the mere appearance of sinful
thoughts (gk. logismoi) in a person is
not  yet  a  sin,  because  one  cannot
prevent their assaults (i.e., the first
stage of a temptation). Even Jesus, as
reported  by Matthew (4:1–11),  was
tempted  by  Satan.  While  the  exis-
tence of temptations can be seen as
a  fact  of  life,  the  temptation  will
probably go away just as it came if a
person  does  not  let  it challenge

them. If an individual begins to actively interact with a temptation, this
then leads to the second stage. Here no decision has yet been made and
no sin is committed as yet, but the person might be wasting a lot of time
and energy. At the third stage, the person finally succumbs into doing
what the thought is urging them to do. Guilt and accountability begin to
emerge here, and this is the beginning of sin. For the person to free
themselves at this stage, they need to fight, which costs a lot of effort.
Otherwise, if the individual does not  free themselves, this leads to the
fourth stage. The person then becomes captive to the sinful thought, is
no longer in control, and proceeds with the sinful act. Finally, with the
last stage (passion), the particular sin becomes a habit (or “obsession”).
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Elements of this five-stage process can be recognized in the account of
original sin in Genesis (3:1–7).

To maximize a person’s chances of coping with sinful thoughts, it is
best  to  discontinue  the  process  of  temptation  before  the  fight  even
starts. That means not even starting a dialogue with logismoi, let alone
negotiating  with  them,  but  instead
just noticing  the  thoughts  as  they
arise during the first  (assault) stage
and then leaving them alone, with-
out getting entangled with them in
any way. This is in line with the let-
ting  go  of  mindfulness,  with  non-
judgmental,  non-attached  aware-
ness.  A  frequently  used  saying
among mindfulness  professionals is
that  thoughts  are  just  thoughts,
they come and they go. Mindfulness
may thus help a person to maintain
a relative freedom amidst inevitable
sinful thoughts by simply being in-
accessible (or “slippery”) for them at the start of temptation, instead of
being reactive to logismoi and potentially then losing a lot of time and/
or  energy wrestling  with  them. Evagrius  wrote  in  The  Praktikos that
“[t]he soul possesses  apatheia not when it is unmoved by matters, but
when it  abides  undisturbed even by the memory  of  them” (Evagrius
Ponticus, 1990, para. 67).

Several  centuries  before Wegner’s  ironic  process  theory,  Teresa of
Avila (2013, p. 83) observed that “the very effort which the soul makes
in order to cease from thought will perhaps awaken thought and cause
it to think a great deal”. For Christians who are instructed to “take ev-
ery thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5), it is probably not the
most efficient way of trying to implement this by wrestling with their
thoughts, but rather to deal with them by using a less reactive form of
awareness. Jesus in the desert, as noted by Laird (2006), did not get into
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a discussion with Satan, but instead responded to temptations by citing
the Scripture (cf. Luke 4:1–13).

Only God Can Perfectly Judge People
This non-judgmental attitude is in line with the Christian belief that

only God can (and will) make a totally fair judgment. In contrast, human
judgments are known to be imperfect and fallible. The path of a Chris-

tian is not in being judgmental, but
in empathic understanding and for-
giveness, both regarding others and
oneself. In being open for (and living
by the model of) the love of God that
accepts every person as they are. In
having  faith  in  God’s  omnipotence
and salvation through Christ, where
nothing could possibly be so bad and
broken that through Christ it could
not get saved. As the Loving Creator,
God does not reject any part of his
creation, which also means that he

will not reject any created part of any human being. Christ draws the
entire fallen Creation into his restorative love (cf. John 12:32).

In the New Testament, it is not hard to find support for this non-judg-
mental, accepting attitude. In the Gospel of Matthew Jesus says:  “Do not
judge, so that you may not be judged” (7:1). This is echoed in James 5:9:
“Beloved, do not grumble against one another, so that you may not be
judged.” In addition to not judging others, the Bible speaks about not
judging oneself as well, as Paul wrote: “I do not even judge myself. […] It
is the Lord who judges me” (1 Cor. 4:3.4). While Christians are advised
against being judgmental, and to let the Lord do the judging, they are
certainly urged to continually discern, since “[t]hose who are spiritual
discern all things” (1 Cor. 2:15). As an aspect of awareness, discernment
is probably inseparable from mindfulness,  or watchfulness. And obvi-
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ously naked acceptance, without awareness or discernment, leads easily
to a catastrophe in people’s lives.

Although Jesus clearly opposed sin, he certainly accepted sinners. We
read how he had meals together with them. The Pharisees and scribes
reproached him for welcoming morally  problematic  people  (cf.  Luke
15:2), and probably a lot of other people, too, found such acts of Jesus
unacceptable. Then, in the Epistle to the Romans, we read: “Welcome
one  another  [...]  just  as  Christ  has  welcomed  you” (15:7).  And  also:
“There is [...] now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (8:1;
emphasis added). Because of the Lamb of God, people can be condemna-
tion-free. Although appearing perhaps morally lax at first glance, the
Christian attitude of acceptance does not imply submission to or accep-
tance of sin, but quite the opposite – it is based on trust in the mighty
power of God’s love and salvation from sin.

God sees people non-judgmentally, because he (in contrast to limited
human capacities) is capable of (and willing to give) total love, accep-
tance, and understanding. In John 8:15 Jesus says: “You judge by human
standards;  I  judge  no  one.” God
loves  unconditionally,  accepting
people  in  spite  of  them being bur-
dened with sins. The purpose of Je-
sus’ incarnation  is  quite  the
opposite  of  being  judgmental: “In-
deed, God did not send the Son into
the world to condemn the world, but
in  order  that  the  world  might  be
saved through him” (John 3:17). Jesus adds that “[t]hose who believe in
him are not condemned” (John 3:18). By contrast, Satan is “the accuser
of our comrades [...], who accuses them day and night before our God”
(Rev. 12:10).

Psychological research has repeatedly shown that human judgments
are  often  inaccurate  and  fallible. Subjectivity  and  superficiality  are
characteristic  of  human everyday  reasoning.  In  line  with  that,  Jesus
warns against superficial judgments: “Do not judge by appearances, but
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judge with right judgment” (John 7:24). A right judgment,  or discern-
ment, requires patience instead of premature conclusions. Frequently,
good and bad need to “grow together until the harvest” (Matt. 13:30).
This allows an individual to get to know the phenomenon they are deal-
ing with in sufficient detail (for it is difficult to distinguish metaphori-
cally  between  the  wheat  and  the  weeds  while  both  plants  are  still
young) and to avoid premature action (when in an excess of moral zeal
one could destroy good things, inadvertently removing the wheat while
plucking out the weeds; cf. Matt. 13:29). The parable of the weeds warns

against excessive reactivity, and this
is consistent with the psychological
construct  of  mindfulness,  of  which
non-reactivity  (according  to  the
model by Baer et al., 2006) is one of
the facets.

Paul warns against hasty and im-
perfect  human  judgment  in  1  Cor.
4:5: “Therefore  do  not  pronounce
judgment  before  the  time,  before
the  Lord  comes,  who will  bring  to
light the things now hidden in dark-
ness and will  disclose the purposes
of the heart.” According to Christian
beliefs, it is God who will judge peo-

ple, no sooner than after a person’s death and at the end of times (see
Luke 16:19–31 and Luke 23:43 regarding particular judgment, and Matt.
25:31–46 regarding general judgment). Stead (2016) asserts that wisdom
requires  us  to  understand which of  our  actions  causes  harm to our-
selves, to others or to the rest of nature, but this is nothing to do with
the kind of human prejudicial judging that is completely absent in God’s
loving gaze. I believe mindfulness has the potential to help reduce (on
an individual and on societal level) the negative consequences of moral-
ism and puritanism that psychology has documented (e.g., McWilliams,
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2020) and that have driven many people away from the Church or from
Christianity altogether.

Acknowledgment and Exploration of One’s Imperfections
Non-judgment and acceptance should not be  confused with naivety.

Jesus did not look away when it came to human weaknesses and short-
comings; he did not avoid or deny them. He was known for spending
time with people of dubious reputation, because he “came to seek out
and to  save  the  lost” (Luke  19:10).
For an illness to be cured, it has to
be recognized and understood first.
For  a  person to  stop  sinning,  they
must  first  be  aware of  the  sin  and
not  close  their  eyes  to  seeing  the
truth, but rather accept the unpleas-
ant  facts.  Acknowledgment  that  a
problem exists, here and now, is an
act of humility and of openness to the truth. Understanding awareness,
empathy, and compassion are needed instead of denial, pretending, be-
ing judgemental and defensive. For a Christian, facing one’s own vulner-
ability  is  intimately  connected  with  opening up to  God’s  redemptive
grace in Christ.

Humility allows a person to see what he or she is, instead of what they
want to see, and perhaps pretending to be. Jesus reproached the scribes
and Pharisees for being “like whitewashed tombs”, calling them hyp-
ocrites  (Matt.  23:27).  He  was  disapproving  of  their  inauthenticity,
hypocrisy, and denial of their own shortcomings. He liked to see that
people genuinely acknowledged the truth about themselves and their
fallen nature.

In this process of acknowledging, mindfulness may be of great help. It
increases a person’s capacity for an honest and courageous encounter
with the truth regarding self, others, and the world. It is well-known in
psychology and psychotherapy how powerful defence mechanisms can

Acceptance/Non-judgment of Experience 47

Non-judgment and
acceptance should not

be confused with
naivety.



be in the process of subjective distortions of reality. However, a Chris-
tian is encouraged, and helped by God’s forgiveness, to reach the aware-
ness of who they truly are, not hiding their dark sides in unawareness
(Dobson, 2011). In the non-judging approach of mindfulness, whatever

happens  is  to  be  fully  experienced
for what it is so that it can be laid
bare before God (Stead, 2016).

To  mindfully  acknowledge  and
admit  one’s  own  weaknesses  and
shortcomings is consistent with hu-
mility as one of the essential Chris-
tian virtues. Christianity is based on
the belief that individual human be-
ings  cannot  save  themselves.  Ac-
knowledging  their imperfections,

and the associated need for salvation, leads a person out of self-suffi-
ciency, into greater openness to God and other people. Paul acknowl-
edged that “power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9).

Grün and Dufner (2012) assert that spirituality which is concerned
solely with ideals to be followed poses a danger of people becoming in-
ternally split and torn apart. Those who identify with such ideals often
suppress their own reality which does not correspond to their ideals. As
an alternative, Grün and Dufner describe the ascension to God through
the descent into the reality of one’s own weaknesses, wounds, and limi-
tations. Right where a person is at the end of their abilities, they be-
come open to  God.  True  prayer  rises  from  the  depths  of  a  person’s
distress, and not from their virtue (Grün & Dufner, 2012). Jesus made
this clear with the parable of the  Pharisee and the tax collector (Luke
18:9–14).

Acceptance of the painful facts about one’s inadequate internal real-
ity is an important step towards personal transformation and change.
Acceptance of these facts is not the same as contentment about them.
Rather, it means an acknowledgment of the situation, as it already is,
not condoning or even encouraging the problem. For example, if a per-
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son gets an aggressive impulse, mindful acceptance does not mean act-
ing  out  that  impulse.  On  the  contrary,  experiential  acceptance  will
probably facilitate fuller awareness of this inner reality, and will help
transform it. The person will likely gain some increase in psychological
freedom in relation to the experience and will be less drawn by the pull
of it.

In psychology and psychotherapy, the positive relationship between
(experiential) acceptance and change is not at all new (for a review, see
Williams & Lynn, 2010). One of the most eminent psychologists and psy-
chotherapists, Carl R. Rogers, wrote: “[…] the curious paradox is that
when I accept myself as I am, then I change” (Rogers, 1961, p. 17). A sim-
ilar idea has later become known as the paradoxical theory of change
(Beisser, 1972).

Acceptance of Oneself and Others through God’s Love
The Christian anthropological position is that human beings are fun-

damentally good, for they are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:27).
Despite all their shortcomings, people are nevertheless loved children
of God, redeemed through Jesus Christ. No possible human deed could
ever be so bad that it would exceed
the  greatness  of Salvation.  As  long
as an individual is alive, they are not
completely lost but have the possi-
bility of being saved.

God’s love is unconditional: “If my
father and mother  forsake me,  the
Lord  will  take  me  up” (Ps.  27:10).
Thus in principle, for Christians it is most logical to feel unconditionally
loved and totally accepted by God who gave his only Son out of love for
them. This leaves no room for any doubts about self-worth for any be-
liever. God loves people and accepts them exactly as they are. So people
may (and should) also accept themselves and others, including all their
phenomenology. As Oden (2017, pp. 10–11) put it, “Jesus meets people
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where they are, right here, right now. […] He puts no doctrinal test or
moral requirement as a hurdle to his presence. No, he steps into their
reality, accepting where they are, whatever condition they are in, in or-
der to offer his healing presence”. Stead (2016) in the context of Chris-
tian mindfulness highlighted the importance of feeling accepted for the
process  of  personal  integration  and  growth: “If  I  feel  loved  entirely

without  judgment,  I  will  gradually
dare to allow every aspect of myself
to come into the light of God’s gaze
and  so  into  relationship  with  the
rest of myself – and this is how heal-
ing comes” (Stead, 2016, p.  49; em-
phasis in the original).

For the process of psychotherapy
to  be  effective,  according  to  Carl
Rogers (1957), one of the necessary
conditions is the therapist’s uncon-
ditional acceptance (positive regard)
of  the  client. Rogers  (1946,  p.  416)

also believed that the therapist’s “acceptance involves neither approval
nor disapproval” of what a client expresses. It is not that whatever a
client says or does is accepted as good. When Jesus met the adulterous
woman, he did not condemn her (John 8:11), but neither did he approve
of what she had done: “[F]rom now on do not sin again.” 

Christian doctrine maintains that God accepts every human in each
moment, even in sinful situations, constantly inviting them to shun sin
and walk their true path of life. It is thus Christian to accept sinners (in-
cluding oneself) but not sin. This radical acceptance, which lies at the
core of Christian faith, is somewhat dramatically evident in the parable
of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32). Upon the return of a sinful son, his
father does  not  behave judgmentally,  but  instead he organizes  a  big
party to celebrate the son’s return home and being on the right track
again.
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Practising acceptance is for a Christian facilitated by knowing that
reparation for all sins and imperfections, past and future, has already
been paid on the Cross. Non-acceptance of aspects of self, others, and
the world might reflect a lack of humility, a dissatisfaction and ingrati-
tude about what God has given, and expecting perfection from self or
others, as if humans were gods and not in need of the Saviour.

Bearing One’s Cross – Readiness to Endure One’s
Inevitable Suffering

Experiential  acceptance  is  inher-
ently related to the attitude towards
suffering.  The reason that  an indi-
vidual  cannot  accept  their  current
experience  might  be  that  they  are
not  prepared  to  accept  their  own
share of  the inevitable  suffering in
the world. Jesus, being a perfect ex-
ample of Christian life, did not run
away from his most unpleasant and
appalling experiences, although it is
clear that he did not like them: “Fa-
ther, if you are willing, remove this
cup from me;  yet,  not  my will  but
yours be done” (Luke 22:42). With his attitude towards suffering, Jesus
presents a remarkable example of experiential acceptance, as it is hard
to imagine greater acceptance than taking upon oneself all the past and
future sins of all mankind.

As he himself accepted suffering, Jesus wanted others, too, to accept
the problems that are part of their lives, what he even set as a sine qua
non for true discipleship: “Whoever does not carry the cross and follow
me cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:27). He also explained that taking
up one’s cross should be done daily (Luke 9:23).  For Jesus,  accepting
one’s cross is not an act a person would do once and for all, rather it is
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to be done over and over again, which requires a person to actively live
in the present. Here, with this emphasis on the present, we can see once
more a point of convergence between Christianity and mindfulness.

In Luke 9:23, Jesus instructed his followers to deny themselves in tak-
ing up their cross, and thus to not blindly follow the human tendency of
seeking pleasant sensations and feelings while at the same time avoid-
ing unpleasant ones. For a person to accept their cross, and the will of
God, usually also means to endure unpleasant experiences. Similarly, in
secular mindfulness there is  an emphasis  on minimizing experiential
avoidance, where an individual tries to escape (also) the unpleasantness
that is in fact a normal and inevitable ingredient of a human life and the
human condition.

Accepting an unpleasant experience can make a person feel in some
way like dying. Such a view is close to Evagrius’ understanding of  ap-
atheia as the process of transcending the senses and material reality (see

Nguyen,  2018).  Although  Evagrius
may had gone too far towards onto-
logical  dualism,  Paul  in  Romans
(6:3–4) drew a parallel between bap-
tism and death:  “Do you not  know
that  all  of  us  who have  been  bap-
tized into Christ Jesus were baptized
into  his  death?  Therefore  we  have
been  buried  with  him  by  baptism
into  death”.  After  that,  however,

Paul continues: “But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will
also live with him” (Rom. 6:8). Hence the Christian way leads  through
suffering, by the dying of one’s sinful nature, into the participation in
Christ’s resurrection. Paul himself learned to tolerate “any and all cir-
cumstances”, to be well-fed and to be hungry, to have plenty and to be
in need (Phil. 4:12), and realized that through Christ, he was able to do
all things (Phil. 4:13).

Louis de Blois (1900) wrote that it is  the chain of patient suffering
that forms the ring with which Christ espouses a soul to himself. The
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value of accepting and bearing one’s own cross is in Christianity related
to the concept of redemptive suffering. “I am now rejoicing in my suf-
ferings for your sake,” wrote Paul in Col. 1:24, “and in my flesh I am
completing  what  is  lacking  in  Christ’s  afflictions  for  the  sake  of  his
body, that is, the church.” What is lacking in Jesus’ afflictions is human
cooperation  in  his  redemptive  endeavour  –  the  various  sufferings  of
many people, offered as spiritual gifts to complete his work for the ben-
efit of all Creation.

Since  Christianity  and  mindful-
ness both emphasize the acceptance
of  suffering,  even  the  secular  ver-
sion of mindfulness is in this respect
close to Christian spirituality, espe-
cially when considering the modern
Zeitgeist  which  is  highly  oriented
towards the avoidance of suffering.
In mindfulness, a practitioner tries to establish a decentred attitude to
suffering, not to reduce it at all costs. Mindfulness can be almost seen as
a tool that helps an individual to “suffer well” – to cope with suffering
in a non-avoidant way and tolerate pain (whether mental or physical)
when necessary.  Kheriaty and Cihak (2012) claim that Jesus does not
help  a  person  by  taking  away their  suffering,  but  by  suffering  with
them. “For just as the sufferings of Christ are abundant for us, so also
our consolation is  abundant through Christ”,  wrote Paul (2 Cor.  1:5).
Here  it  should be  noted  that  the  Christian Saviour  is  believed to  be
stronger than problems people have, stronger even than death. If a per-
son tries to flee from their afflictions, it might indicate a lack of trust in
God’s powerful grace and ultimate victory over every trouble, unpleas-
antness, and evil.

Faith as a Cornerstone of Inner Peace
Christian acceptance of unpleasant experience, of trials and tribula-

tions, is supported by faith. When the disciples found themselves liter-
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ally in the midst of turbulent waters during the storm, they were un-
doubtedly exposed to real danger, as Luke (8:23) explicitly narrates. Je-
sus’ admonition following his  appeasement of  the  storm thus  lies  in
stark contrast to their horrific experience: “Why are you afraid? Have
you still  no faith?” (Mark 4:40).  Obviously,  faith must  be  understood
here as an antidote to fear. In addition to external dangers, internal
storms can also be accepted in faith without excessive reactivity, with
deep-rooted inner peace, with confidence and certainty that the storm
will pass and will not cause anything really fatal. Jesus himself accepted
the storm on the Sea of Galilee with astonishing calm.

In John 14:27, Jesus encouraged his disciples not to let their hearts be
troubled and not to be afraid, which can be understood also as a call for

not  being  emotionally  overly  reac-
tive.  In  psychological  research,  an
important  element  of  the  accep-
tance  dimension  of  mindfulness  is
non-reactivity.  In  a  five-factor
mindfulness model of Baer and col-
leagues (2006, 2008),  a  non-reactiv-
ity factor and a non-judgment factor
replaced  the  acceptance-without-

judgment  factor  from  the  earlier,  four-factor  model  of  mindfulness
(Baer et al., 2004).  In addition, a recent study (Cary et al., 2020) found
that non-reactivity was associated with an altered neurophysiological
response in the anterior cingulate cortex of the brain.

An important question is, what is the foundation for having such a
non-reactive, calm stance in the face of all the world’s uneasiness and
adversity? How can one be rooted in a fundamental sense of security
and calmness deep inside, while on the lake’s surface, metaphorically
speaking, storms and turmoils abound? In secular mindfulness a quite
powerful  tool  for  attaining  secure  feelings  is  a  psycho-physiological
strategy of focusing attention on the breath. Regardless of how hard the
situation an individual may be currently facing, the process of breath-
ing goes on continuously and reliably from birth till death and can thus
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serve as a vehicle to psychologically carry a person through difficult
feelings and sensations. In addition (not necessarily as a substitute for
the awareness of breathing), a Christian is helped by their faith in God’s
strength and faithfulness. In the verse mentioned above (John 14:27) it
is the Lord who is the source of peace: “my peace I give to you”. A deep
sense of security that stems from the relationship with the Lord  may
thus be much stronger comparing to any other source, and is the ulti-
mate foundation of a Christian’s non-reactivity, calmness in the face of
internal and external storms, or apatheia.

Jesus was clear in John 14:27 that his peace is different from worldly
peace. Divine peace is absolute and fundamental. In principle it  can be
found regardless of any situation of affliction or calamity. The peace of
Jesus is of someone who has conquered death: “[...] take courage; I have
conquered the world!” (John 16:33). It is often difficult for people to un-
derstand  the  will  of  God,  which  is
one reason why it is often so hard to
accept  painful  experience  –  some-
thing that appears to be seemingly
meaningless suffering. A mindful at-
titude to inner experience may help
a  person  to  step  out  of  excessive
thinking and defensiveness, and ex-
perience “the  peace  of  God  [...]
which surpasses all  understanding”
(Phil. 4:7).

In the spirit of non-reactivity and
faith, Jesus in Matt. 6:25–34 advised
against dwelling on worries. For example, “can any of you by worrying
add a single hour to your span of life?” (Matt. 6:27). In this sentence, one
can perceive Jesus’ relaxed and reflexive attitude towards inner experi-
ence, his metacognitive and decentred perspective – which are all fea-
tures  characteristic  of the  mindfulness  discourse  in  contemporary
psychological science. Christians are  encouraged to cast all their wor-
ries and anxieties on God who cares for them (see 1 Pet. 5:7). Such faith-
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based non-reactivity can also be rec-
ognized in the Old Testament, in Ps.
37:7  (“Be still  before  the Lord,  and
wait  patiently  for  him”) and  Ps.
46:10  (“Be still, and know that I am
God!”).

To sum up the analysis in this sec-
tion,  in a Christian context the ac-
ceptance  of  experience  is  not  only
possible, but might even be easier or
more efficacious in comparison with
other  contexts.  Christians  might
even  feel  that  inside  them  Christ
himself,  with outstretched  arms,  is

accepting and transforming their distress. From a Christian perspective,
it turns out that in the mindfulness construct acceptance is an element
which adds the quality of love, grace, and mercy to an otherwise dry
and cold awareness, and prevents a potential drift into the non-accep-
tance processes of being judgmental, defensive and critical.
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Conclusion

The results of the present study are consistent in showing that mind-
fulness as a modern psychological construct is fully compatible with the
beliefs of Christianity, as seen from the analyzed passages of the Bible.
Indicators  of  all  the  three key ele-
ments of mindfulness (focus on the
present moment, awareness of expe-
rience,  and  acceptance/non-judg-
ment  of  experience)  have  been
found  throughout  the  New  Testa-
ment.  The  Christian  contextualiza-
tion of mindfulness may thus be no
less  viable  than any other,  such as
secular  or  Buddhist,  and  if  Chris-
tians  practice  mindfulness,  it  does
not necessarily imply they are some-
how  diminishing  or  diluting their
spirituality with Buddhism or some other non-Christian worldview. On
the contrary, from a Christian perspective mindfulness is seen as a valu-
able element of the Creation, a psychological (and probably also spiri-
tual) capacity that people have at their disposal as a powerful tool on
their life path, in their progress towards sanctification.
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The main importance of this study is in my opinion that it makes ex-
plicit the congruous relationship between mindfulness as a psychologi-
cal concept and some key elements of Christian theology. However, it
would be erroneous for Christians to use mindfulness as a substitute for
other  dimensions  of  their  faith,  since  only  in  full  combination  with
other constituents of Christianity does mindfulness gain its true Chris-

tian meaning. It is also important to
emphasize that the congruence be-
tween (secular psychological) mind-
fulness  and  Christianity  as
established in this research pertains
to the conceptual level and does not
necessarily extend to mindful prac-
tices. Since some of the latter might
contain elements incompatible with
Christianity, mindfulness techniques

should be properly scrutinized before their application in Christian con-
texts. For mindfulness consumers who want to remain within the Chris-
tian  tradition  it  would  therefore  be  advisable  to  either  keep to
professionally developed and scientifically proven secular mindfulness-
based interventions (S-MBIs) or/and reach for explicitly Christian MBIs
(C-MBIs) and traditional mindfulness-related Christian practices such as
the Jesus prayer and rosary (for an account of the two as mindfulness
practices see Černetič, 2018). As the number of people who are turning
to mindfulness has grown tremendously in the last millennium (many
Christians included), it is important to ensure the availability of mind-
fulness contextualizations appropriate to their religious beliefs.

In addition to the parallels between mindfulness and Christianity as
outlined in this  book,  there  is  one more parallel  that  is  particularly
worth  mentioning.  In  the  secular  mindfulness  movement  there  is  a
strong emphasis on the application of mindfulness in daily life, which is
similar to the Christian ideal of the alignment between words and deeds
(or practising what one preaches), encouraged by Jesus’ repeated warn-
ings against hypocrisy (e.g., Matt. 23:27–28). Brown et al. (2011, p. 1043)
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wrote that “the real issue concerning mindfulness and its value for indi-
viduals  and society is  whether it  can be manifest in everyday life.  If
there were no expression of this quality in daily life [...], there would be
little interest in the phenomenon.” Interestingly, programmes that Van
Gordon et al. (2015) called second-generation mindfulness-based inter-
ventions (SG-MBIs) are distinct from
first-generation  MBIs  (FG-MBIs)  in
that  they “extend  beyond  short-
term therapeutic  settings  and  pro-
mote a broader application of mind-
fulness  into  everyday  life”
(Krägeloh, 2020, p.  62).  In addition,
SG-MBIs  are “clear  about  their  ex-
plicit spiritual orientation, and they
tend  to  utilize  a  larger  variety  of
meditative  techniques  including
those  related  to  ethical  awareness  and  compassion  for  others”
(Krägeloh, 2020, p.  62).  Christian mindfulness,  and Christian MBIs,  fit
well within such a broader, more comprehensive outlook on mindful-
ness. They also lie in stark contrast to the banal, consumeristic carica-
ture of mindfulness that some have called McMindfulness (e.g., Purser,
2019).

It may be that the phenomenon of mindfulness in today’s societies of-
fers a doorway into spiritual practice for many people, religious or not,
and that mindfulness practice is one place where God is meeting people
where they are in the spiritual hunger of our time (Oden, 2017). Also,
mindfulness might indeed turn out to be what Stead (2016) wrote of it:
“potentially a great gift to the Church at large.”
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Is Jesus Preaching Mindfulness?
(A Scientific Review of the Book)

In recent decades, the concept of mindfulness has become one of the
most recognizable scientific concepts in psychology, psychiatry, neuro-
science, as well as in society at large. The common definition of the con-
cept states that mindfulness is  “the awareness that emerges through
paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmen-
tally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment” (Kabat-Zinn,
2003, p. 145).

The ability to perceive one’s inner self and achieve a deeper state of
consciousness  has  been shown to be  one of  the  important factors of
mental health and the ability to cope with stress. The physiological and
psychological  effects  have been indisputably  proven,  and one should
not be surprised to notice that various forms of workshops, trainings
and exercises to achieve and strengthen mindfulness flourish.

The present work goes a step further. It seeks to answer the question
of whether mindfulness is just a physical exercise with a strong psycho-
logical effect, or perhaps a rediscovery and a modern version of an an-
cient spiritual attitude, described in its own terms by oldest religious
practices. At the same time, it boldly tackles the theological question of
whether  mindfulness,  as  an  effective,  useful  psychophysical  exercise
that has value in itself as a means of calming the stress response, direct-
ing attention, and enabling better focus on the conscious experiencing
the present with a view to better regulation and integration of experi-
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ences, really touches the spiritual world. The authors who developed
the concept of mindfulness did so mainly on the basis of observation
and research of Buddhist prayer practices. Thus, in our Christian-based
cultural space, the question arises,  whether mindfulness is a practice
that is also related to Christianity and Christian theology.

Since the foundations of the scientifically described phenomenon of
mindfulness are universal, they are open to interpretations that look for
some of its echoes and meanings within Christianity. These the author
skillfully  extracts  from  the  riches  of  the  Christian  theological  and
prayer tradition. Within Christianity, prayer is not understood as an ex-
ercise of relaxation that calms and focuses a person and improves their
mental and physical health, although it may often have exactly these ef-
fects. The central part of the book, based on the hermeneutic analysis of
the New Testament texts, shows how the three basic pillars of mindful-
ness – attention to the present moment, awareness of experience and
non-judgmental acceptance – are reflected in these texts.

In  answer  to  the  question  whether  Christianity  describes  and  ap-
proves the attitude of mindfulness, the author refers to the authorities
of the Christian monastic and prayer tradition who seem to notice no
contradiction in intertwining these two levels of experience. In conse-
quence, the author seems justified to criticize and deconstruct the mis-
taken belief that mindfulness is tied solely to the Buddhist religion and
spirituality. In his analyses, while searching through the foundations of
the Christian prayer tradition, he aptly places the three pillars of mind-
fulness in the appropriate Christian theological background.

The question of the rift and connection between the psychophysical
and the spiritual, which goes back to the modern separation of the ma-
terial and the spiritual, is one of the most difficult and is not easy to an -
swer. The integration of the spiritual with the psychological and the
physical is as difficult as their separation was unnatural.

With the help of authors such as Evagrius of Pontus, Ignatius of Loy-
ola  and  others,  elements  of  mindfulness  can  be  authentically  placed
within  the  practice  of  prayer  and  spiritual  exercise  as  described  by
these authors. They may also be linked to the fundamental elements of
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the Christian prayer tradition. Doing so, one contributes to a more com-
plex and accurate conception of human being as a psychophysical spiri-
tual unity who seeks to heal the division of modern existence.

Having in mind the results of the analyses conducted by the author,
we can say with certainty that mindfulness techniques do not threaten
or put in doubt the Christian attitude toward self. On the contrary, one
may claim that mindfulness, if used as a technique, represents a wel-
come introductory step toward Christian meditation, spiritual exercise,
and other forms of prayer.

The work is an excellent and extremely readable example of scientifi-
cally based and concise literature, which provides a good insight into
the topic and opens a whole new perspective on the field of spirituality,
self-awareness and different levels of human existence. In its unfolding
it follows the three principles of mindfulness, as it is current (giving at-
tention to the present moment), based on research of actual experience
(putting awareness of experience in the forefront), and scientifically ac-
curate  and  non-ideological  (exhibiting  non-judgmental  acceptance).
This is the book’s added value, not only it is a rigorous analysis of scien-
tific research, but also a “mindful” path to a deeper understanding of
human experience and a good introduction to the tenets of Christian
prayer tradition.

Assoc. Prof. Lia Katarina Kompan Erzar, PhD,
psychologist and psychotherapist
Faculty of Theology, University of Ljubljana &
Sigmund Freud University
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Moments – The Seeds of Eternity
(A Scientific Review of the Book)

With the book, dr. Mihael Černetič invites us to take the time to rec-
ognize and delve into the possible fears that fill us in encounters with a
rather new construct in psychology – mindfulness, especially regarding
the compatibility  of  this  novelty  with Christianity.  Reading the book
and learning about the connections between mindfulness and Christian-
ity calm us down and excite us. The author  has recognized our fears,
delved into them scientifically and helped us to understand them from
this point of view as well. With gratitude we hold in our hands a book
that calms us in a thorough and sensitive way and encourages us to
maximize our awareness of the preciousness of all, not just selected mo-
ments, because  just  all  the moments are blessed. We are given a work
that helps with self-questioning about whether our lives really glow as a
unique creation. Do we allow our lives to radiate God’s warmth, tender-
ness, mercy, compassion  and the like from moment to moment? How
much are we able to hear and notice more voices within harmony, the
variegation of colors within the rainbow palette, the variety of moments
within eternity? And how much, due to various fears and difficulties, do
we hear only our melody, see only what we want  to see, and  miss out
moments that do not suit us at a given moment, or because of our un-
certainty and condemning we would preferably not even admit them
since they do not seem appropriate for our beliefs, do not fall into our
thought schemes etc.? How truncated would  for example be  an  other-
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wise beneficent feeling while listening to great music masters if a few
tones were taken away from the songs?

In the book, the author invites us to find harmony and attunement in
ourselves and with others. Initially, he leads us through the explanation
of the mentioned construct and its individual elements. In addition, he
cites the positive effects shown by various studies so that we can under-
stand the concept of mindfulness more clearly. Then he focuses on eval-
uating  fears  about  (in)compatibility  with  the  Christian  message.
Prejudices are linked also to a lack of research that has sought to shed
light on this concept from the point of view of Christian understanding.

In his research, the author opted for a hermeneutic analysis of the
New Testament and used theological explanations. He focused on each
component  of  mindfulness  separately  (attention  to  the  present  mo-
ment, awareness of experience and acceptance without condemnation),
which caused the research  to gain on the specificity and clarity of the
results  which  can  therefore  be  trusted.  With the  help of  the  chosen
method,  he  found  appropriate  quotations  from  the  New  Testament,
which explain the meaning of each element of mindfulness.

In terms of focusing on the present moment, let me point out a par-
ticularly  valuable  piece  of  information  and  the  explanation  that  the
kingdom of heaven is at hand (“From that time Jesus began to proclaim, Reʻ -
pent,  for the kingdom of  heaven has  come near’”;  Matt.  4:17 NRSV),  which
means that every moment is blessed, which can further excite us about
the fullness of life. Interesting and perhaps a little less known informa-
tion for the reader is that time flows in two ways,  chronos in terms of
quantity and kairos which represents the quality of time. Awareness of
this emboldens and motivates us to live these blessed moments to the
fullest and make them meaningful. We are therefore called to live to the
fullest, every moment. Let us not be passive in mercy!

Regarding the awareness aspect of mindfulness, the author shows us
sentences that invite us to be vigilant,  to pay attention (“Keep awake
therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming” [Matt. 24:42]
and “Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour” [Matt.
25:13]), which helps us and encourages us in our personal growth. This
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chapter also touches on the concept of gratitude which, like mindful-
ness,  has been given a special  – grateful  – place in psychological  re-
search due to its important contribution to the quality of life.

The book disarms us also by the element of judging, such a common
human inclination. It is a real questioning of conscience, with the help
of which, through mindfulness, we can better understand the problem
of judgmentalness, be aware of it and take it into account in our lives.
According to his approach to the interpretation of mindfulness, the au-
thor also intensifies the demandingness of the process:  At first  he re-
quires of us to calm down, to be able to be attuned and attentive at all.
Then he gives us a much more difficult task, to refrain from condemn-
ing.  He encourages us to  use mindfulness for developing ourselves in
the subtlety of recognizing sin, but he clearly warns us, with the help of
biblical words, against human lust for the judgment of the sinner, both
ourselves and others. Jesus is mercy, emphasizes the author, and invites
us to take this seriously and not get entangled in judgments but instead
allow ourselves to believe in God’s infinite mercy. He then returns to
calming the fears that in being nonjudgmental and accepting ourselves
and others,  we do not need to be scared of the less  moral  world,  as
morality has been proven to rise in the process of mindfulness. So if we
want the morality to increase, let us turn to the elements of mindful-
ness and give up any rigidity in relationships.

Through the connection between mindfulness  and the New Testa-
ment, the author also emphasizes the deep significance of unpleasant
experiences in the life of Jesus (“My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass
from me; yet not what I want but what you want”; Matt. 26:39) and in the life
of the individual and in this way “warns” that mindfulness is not only in
the service of positive moments but of all the moments – moments that
are more or less dear to us, more or less painful, more saturated with
suffering and those who caress and soothe us,… Jesus is with us always,
regardless of the color and tone of the moment – let us trust him and it
will be easier for us. Dwelling in worries and ruminating are of no use,
these are only a burden and a waste of moments.
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With gratitude for the author and his work, I invite you to mindful
reading and to openness, so that the word of God touches us through
this scientific text! I wish all of us to make the most of our moments on
Earth and to live in the fullness of Love for ourselves and for our neigh-
bors. Our life on Earth is a current stage on the path to the timeless
heavenly eternity. May it  reflect in a unique way the rays of eternal
Love in the abundance of moments.

Assist. Prof. Andreja Poljanec, PhD,
psychologist and psychotherapist
Sigmund Freud University
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Mindfulness is provenly effective, but many Christians fear that it might 
be inconsistent with their religious beliefs.

This book investigates the relationship between the psychological 
construct of mindfulness and Christian faith. It shows that there is a 
robust congruence (instead of dissonances) between the two.

It shows that mindfulness is at home in Christianity.

Assist. Prof. Mihael Černetič, PhD, is an EuroPsy Psychologist, a Certified Integrative 
Psychotherapist (IIPA), and a researcher at the Sigmund Freud University in 
Ljubljana, Slovenia.

“Mindfulness has always been part of Christian spirituality. Cernetic offers a 
pathway to re-discover mindfulness afresh, through the lens of the best scientific 
study and the deep roots of Christian practice. For those who already practice 
mindfulness, this book will connect the dots to a much deeper spiritual path.”

– Amy G. Oden, PhD, Professor of Early Church History and Spirituality, author of Right 
Here, Right Now: The Practice of Christian Mindfulness

“In his book Mihael answers the question ‘ is mindfulness compatible with Chris-
tianity?’ He does this systematically as an academic and theologian with criti-
cality, and academic rigour. This timely book helps to plug the gap in academic 
reflection on mindfulness from a Christian perspective. I heartily recommend it 
for all Christians.”

– Shaun Lambert, Baptist Minister, psychotherapist and mindfulness researcher, author 
of Putting on the Wakeful One: Attuning to the Spirit of Jesus through Watchfulness
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