
Today’s book extract is taken from Miranda 
Threlfall-Holmes’ book “How to Eat Bread - 
21 Nourishing Ways to Read the Bible.” 
This is from Chapter 3, on Psalm 1. 
 

It is a fascinating look at many different ways 
we can approach the different types of 
God’s word that we encounter in the Bible. 
 

I particularly like the combination of reading, 
reflection and drawing in our engagement 
with God’s word. Enjoy! 

Pete 

Meditating on the law  
Read: Psalm 1  
 

Happy are those 
who do not follow the advice  

of the wicked, 
or take the path that sinners tread, 

or sit in the seat of scoffers; 
but their delight is in the  

law of the LORD, 
and on his law they meditate  

day and night. 
They are like trees 

planted by streams of water, 
which yield their fruit in its season, 

and their leaves do not wither. 
In all that they do, they prosper.  

 

The wicked are not so, 
but are like chaff that the wind  

drives away. 
Therefore the wicked will not stand  

in the judgement, 
nor sinners in the congregation of the 

righteous; 
for the LORD watches over the way of the 

righteous, 
but the way of the wicked will perish.  

 
 
 Throughout the book of Psalms there is 
an emphasis on the joy and peace that 
comes from meditating on ‘the law’. It’s 
important to realise that by ‘the law’ the 
psalmists don’t mean ‘rules and regulations’, 
but a much broader and more diffuse 
category, made up of various concentric 
circles. At its heart are the ten 

 Think of the soil first. Psalm 1 imagines 
‘the law’ – the whole tradition of those 
concentric circles of commandments, 
Pentateuch, and reflection and thought 
about them – as the soil that our roots can 
be firmly anchored in. Rootedness in 
tradition is important, Psalm 1 argues. It will 
keep us standing firm when adverse weather 
comes in our lives and our faith. The firmly 
rooted tree is contrasted with chaff – the 
dry, dead husks that are discarded when 
wheat is threshed – blown about wherever 
the wind takes it. A similar image that recurs 
elsewhere in the psalms is that of ‘dwelling’ 
in the house of God. Psalm 52 even 
combines both of these images into one: ‘I 
am like an olive tree flourishing in the house 
of God’. A recurring theme of the psalms is 
that good and bad times will come to 
everyone, and so it is important to have 
stability and resilience built into our faith. 
Being rooted in the tradition of 
contemplating the Scriptures is a key way of 
doing that.  
 

 But roots aren’t just about stability and 
fixedness. Roots are growing, living things, 
and are always themselves on a journey, 
seeking out and growing towards water and 
nourishment. Longing, desire, seeking, 
inquiring, being led to and following the right 
path are all also important and recurring 
themes in the psalms’ contemplation of 
what it is to meditate on the law.  
 

 There is learning and teaching involved. 
But it is not the kind of functional teaching 
that is about imparting and obtaining 
knowledge. The learning and teaching that 
the writer of Psalm 119 describes as making 
them wiser than either teachers or the aged 
isn’t primarily about obtaining knowledge 
but about developing understanding. The 
psalms stand in the Wisdom tradition of the 
Bible, which has its equivalents in most 
worldwide spiritual traditions, where 

understanding – ‘enlightenment’, perhaps, is 
the contemporary equivalent term – comes 
from spending time in contemplation of 
paradoxes, mysteries and seemingly simple 
things.  
 

 So try reading the Bible not as a textbook 
to be learned and applied, but as soil to be 
rooted in and fed by. Try this especially with 
those first five books of the Bible – Genesis, 
for example, or Exodus. When you read a 
passage, imagine that you are putting your 
roots down into it. Roots that aren’t fixed, 
wooden things but living, seeking tendrils, 
probing thirstily through the earth, seeking 
what nourishment may be found there.  
 

 It may help to write out or print out a 
passage that you are focusing on, and then 
draw a simple diagram of a tree growing out 
of it. Try this, for example, with Genesis 3, 
or Genesis 18:1–15, or Deuteronomy 5:1–
22. Sketch a trunk, and then sketch roots 
going down into the words of the text. 
Which words or phrases are they seeking 
out to draw nourishment from? If they go 
off the side of the page, what else are they 
looking for? If they go down below the 
words themselves to the empty space at the 
bottom of the page, what’s the living water 
that they are seeking beneath the ground of 
these words?  
 

 And then sketch branches, leaves and fruit 
growing from the tree trunk that is rooted 
in this passage. What branches of thought 
come from this ground? What fruit does it 
produce in you? 
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Meditating on the law is, most importantly, 
described as being natural. Just as a tree 
drinks water, Psalm 1 implies, we can drink 
spiritual nourishment from such meditation. 
It is not presented as a hard task, or 
something that requires specialist 
knowledge, skills or equipment. It can be 
done day and night. And so long as you put 
yourself in the right place – let your roots go 
down to the water by choosing to spend 
time in such meditation – you can 
confidently expect that the nourishment and 
fruitfulness that results will come as naturally 
as tree roots take up water. We’re just 
made that way.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Happy are those 
who do not follow the advice  

of the wicked, 
or take the path that sinners tread, 

or sit in the seat of scoffers; 
but their delight is in the  

law of the LORD, 
and on his law they meditate  

day and night. 
They are like trees 

planted by streams of water, 
which yield their fruit in its season, 

and their leaves do not wither. 
In all that they do, they prosper.  

 
The wicked are not so, 

but are like chaff that the wind  
drives away. 

Therefore the wicked will not stand  
in the judgement, 

nor sinners in the congregation of the 
righteous; 

for the LORD watches over the way of the 
righteous, 

but the way of the wicked will perish.  

 Second, meditating on the law is 
described as both a desire and a delight. 
This is very far from our usual contemporary 
view of law. We might think of law at its 
most positive as something that is necessary 
to guard against disorder, but it’s hard to 
imagine it as a source of joy and delight in its 
own right! Similarly, we tend to think 
nowadays of religious rules, commandments 
or prohibitions, as at best some sort of grim 
religious duty that we won’t enjoy but 
might, we suppose, be good for us – like 
fibre in our diet perhaps. However, this is 
clearly not the kind of law that the psalmists 
have in mind. In the psalms, spending time 
meditating on God’s law is consistently 
described as something that we long for, 
thirst for, and that brings us joy. The theme 
of thirsting and longing recurs throughout 
the book of Psalms, most famously in the 
opening lines of Psalm 42: ‘As the deer 
pants for streams of water, so my soul pants 
for you, my God. My soul thirsts for God’. 
This is the language of desire, and it 
resonates with the extraordinary way in 
which sexual longing and physical desire are 
described in the Song of Songs, variously 
interpreted as a literal love poem and/or an 
extended allegory of our desire for God, 
and quite possibly deliberately intending to 
draw out the parallels between the two. As 
Augustine of Hippo put it, in describing how 
all our natural human desires point to our 
desire for God, ‘You have made us for 
yourself, and our hearts are restless until 
they find their rest in you’ (Confessions 
1.1.1).  
 

 The image of the branching roots of a 
tree reaching deep into the soil for 
nourishment can help us separate out some 
of the strands of what the psalms mean by 
this meditation, and how it can help us read 
the Bible, and read it joyfully rather than 
simply dutifully.  

commandments. Widening our focus, the 
category of ‘law’ also includes the context in 
which those commandments were given – 
that is, the theological history of Israel 
contained in the Pentateuch (the first five 
books of the Bible from Genesis to 
Deuteronomy). The final circle, wider still, 
includes all the history and tradition of 
rabbinical commentary and debate on those 
books and commandments. It is this whole 
history and tradition – the contemplation of 
the action of God in history and story, as 
well as in specific commandments, and the 
contemplation of a tradition of argument 
and debate as well as God’s self-revelation – 
that the psalmists commend to us as 
nourishing soil to be rooted in and fed by.  
 

 This theme is set up in this very first 
psalm. It reaches its peak in the longest 
psalm, number 119, which takes the form of 
an extended acrostic poem (each verse 
beginning with the next letter of the 
Hebrew alphabet), where each verse is 
about the joys, delights and consequences of 
meditating on the law.  
 

 This is a spiritual focus that can seem very 
alien to modern Christians. We have often 
been schooled in a simplistic view that Jesus 
came to replace law with Spirit. After all, 
Paul’s saying that ‘the law kills but the Spirit 
gives life’ (2 Corinthians 3:6) is one of the 
most frequently quoted aphorisms of the 
epistles. This, coupled with centuries of 
Christian antisemitism where all law-based 
religious practices have been demonised as 
‘pharasaical’, can make it hard for us to see 
any spiritual value in the law.  
 

 Yet Jesus, while on occasion radically 
reinterpreting the law, is also recorded as 
saying that he had not come to abolish but 
to fulfil it, and that not the smallest stroke of 
a letter was obsolete (Matt 5:17–18). And 
the psalms, with their emphasis on the 

beauty of the law as material for meditation, 
have throughout Christian history been one 
of the main sources of spiritual reading, both 
in formal liturgy and in popular devotion. 
Those beautiful medieval books of hours 
were largely composed of psalms. Before 
complete Bibles became widely available the 
book of Psalms was the most likely book for 
anyone to own. Singing and chanting the 
psalms has throughout Christian history 
been at the core of monastic devotion and 
remains the core of the residual monastic 
offices that shape much daily prayer in the 
Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Anglican 
traditions.  
 

 So what do the psalms mean when they 
speak of meditating on the law? What can 
that tell us about how we can use and read 
Scripture?  
 

 The book of Psalms begins with this short 
song, Psalm 1, which contrasts the 
‘righteous’ person who meditates on the law 
with the wicked, sinners and mockers. Our 
modern sensibilities tend to focus 
immediately on the poor figures of the 
wicked, and wonder what they have done 
to deserve such condemnation, so let’s 
begin by reminding ourselves that these are 
not actual people being described! Rather, 
these are personifications representing two 
alternative paths that we might choose to 
take through life. The song encourages us to 
take the path of righteousness, and much of 
the book of Psalms can be read as a 
commentary on this idea. In the wide variety 
of songs, poems and thought experiments 
that make up the book of Psalms, some of 
the consequences of each of the two paths 
are fleshed out. The psalmists variously 
rejoice in being on the path; long to find the 
right way; panic and cry out in distress when 
the way seems to have been lost; and 
anticipate a destination where all creation is 
united in singing praises to God.  
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