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Life Without Lack, Article 3 
“Scripture Memorization: Essential to a Life Without Lack” 

by Dallas Willard; Edited and Adapted by Rebecca Willard Heatley 
 

Bible memorization is absolutely fundamental to spiritual formation. If I had to 
choose between all the disciplines of the spiritual life, I would choose Bible 

memorization, because it is a fundamental way of filling our mind with what it 

needs.  

—The Great Omission, p. 58 
 

Memorization is an essential element of a life without lack. It is a primary way we 

fill our minds with the Word of God and have our thoughts formed by God’s 

thoughts.  
—Life Without Lack, p. xvi 

 

Dallas ranked scripture memorization as one of the most important, life-changing 
disciplines for disciples of Christ. So, this week we’re offering you excerpts from two pieces 

Dallas wrote that emphasize the value of this transformative practice. The first is from the 

Foreword he wrote for Joshua Choomin Kang’s 2010 book, Scripture by Heart. 

 
The Apostle Paul tells us to present our bodies to God in such a way that we will be 

transformed by the renewing of our minds (Romans 12:1-2). Most who read him 

today stop right there, thinking perhaps, “What good advice that is!”  But they do 

not proceed to implement the advice. They do not take it seriously as a doorway 
into the blessed life with Christ in His kingdom. They do not welcome it as a reality 

that will carry them away from conformity to a social existence—even a religious 

one—that is actually in defiance of God and plant them solidly in the eternal 

kingdom that is here now. 

 

In part this is because they do not understand the mind and do not know exactly 

what to do toward its renewal. They are apt to become passive and not understand 
their part in the divine work of “mind transplant.” 

 

The human mind is filled with feelings, ideas, images, ways of reasoning, habits of 

thought, memories, and expectations of various kinds. Many of these are enslaving, 
harmful, and false. They shape our actual beliefs and guide our actions. No doubt 

we most go wrong in how we think about God and about our life before God. It is in 

this area more than anywhere else that our minds must be renewed for the sake of 

the transformation of our whole life into godliness. 
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God will help us, but our part is also indispensable. What are we to do?  The 

simplest and most effective way of mind renewal in Christ is memorization of 

Scripture: large passages of it as well as individual verses. That is why 
memorization must play such a large part in spiritual transformation. The human 

mind is quite small and limited in terms of what can consciously occupy it, but we 

have some choice as to what is present there. We must choose well. 

 
Memorization of Scripture is one way of “taking charge” of the contents of our 

conscious thoughts, and of the feelings, beliefs and actions that depend upon them. 

Ancient followers of God understood this well: “Thy word have I hid in my heart, 

that I might not sin against Thee” (Psalm 119:11), and “Thy word is a lamp unto 

my feet and a light unto my path” (119:105), and “The entrance of Thy word gives 

light” (119:130). Our life takes a godly and good direction when our mind is 

consciously occupied with God’s written words. Those words then increasingly 
eliminate the conscious mental contents that would surely lead us away from God. 

 

But when we take the Scriptures in by memorization, the words of God also affect 

our lives far beyond our consciousness. We come to live “by every word that 
proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). Through memorization, God’s 

words reside in our body, in our social environment, in the constant orientation of 

our will, and in the depths of our soul. They become a power, a substance, that 

sustains and directs us without our even thinking of them, and they emerge into 

conscious thought and action as needed. This is what Jesus spoke of as abiding, 

dwelling in him: “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you 

wish, and it shall be done for you. By this is My Father glorified, that you bear 
much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples” (John 15:7-8). 

 

The second excerpt comes from the “Personal Soul Care” chapter Dallas wrote for The 

Pastor’s Guide to Effective Ministry in 2002. 
 

We can be channels of the grace of the risen Christ, and through our ministerial 

activities—speaking, praying, healing, administering—He can minister to others. 

But we must attend to the means of His grace in practical and specific ways to 
experience His life into and through our lives. The first and most basic thing we 

can and must do is to keep God before our minds. David knew this secret and 

wrote, “I have set the Lord continually before me; because He is at my right hand, I 

will not be shaken. Therefore my heart is glad, and my glory rejoices; my flesh also 
will dwell securely” (Ps. 16:8-9, NASB). 
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This is the fundamental secret of caring for our souls. Our part in thus practicing 

the presence of God is to direct and redirect our minds constantly to Him. In the 

early time of our “practicing” we may well be challenged by our burdensome 
habits of dwelling on things less than God. But these are habits—not the law of 

gravity—and can be broken. A new, grace-filled habit will replace the former ones 

as we take intentional steps toward keeping God before us. Soon our minds will 

return to God as the needle of a compass constantly returns to the north. If God is 
the great longing of our souls, He will become the pole star of our inward beings.1 

 

Jesus Christ is, of course, the Door, the Light, and the Way. We are privileged to 

walk in this profound reality, not just preach it. We first receive God into our minds 

by receiving Jesus. The way forward then lies in intentionally keeping the scenes 

and words of the New Testament Gospels before our minds, carefully reading and 

rereading them day by day. We revive them in word and imagination as we arise in 
the morning, move through the events of the day, and lie down at night. By this 

means we walk with Him moment by moment—the One who promised to be with 

us always. 

 
As a beginning step in this “practicing” process, we can choose to practice 

constantly returning our minds to God in Christ on a given day. In the evening then 

we can review how we did and think of ways to do it better the next day. As we 

continue this practice, gently but persistently, we soon will find that the person of 

Jesus and His beautiful words are “automatically” occupying our minds instead of 

the clutter and noise of the world—even the church world. 

 
Our concentration on Jesus will be strengthened by memorization of great 

passages (not just verses) from Scripture. Passages such as Matt. 7, John 14-17, 1 

Cor. 13, and Col. 3 are terrific “soul growing” selections. This practice of 

memorizing the Scriptures is more important than a daily quiet time, for as we fill 
our minds with these great passages and have them available for our meditation, 

“quiet time” takes over the entirety of our lives. 

 

God's word to Joshua, as he undertook the great task before him, was, “This book 
of the law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and 

night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then 

you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success” (Josh. 1:8, 

NASB). Psalm 1 demonstrates that this became a part of the recognized practice of 

 

1 For some illustrations of how this works, see Frank Laubach, “Letters of a Modern Mystic” and “Game with 
Minutes,” in Frank C. Laubach: Man of Prayer (Syracuse, N.Y.: Laubach Literacy International, “New Readers 
Press,” 1990). 
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spiritual living among the Israelites. Meditation on Him and His Word must 

become an integral part of our lives too. 

 
But how does the law get in your mouth? By memorization, of course. It becomes 

an essential part of how we think about everything else as we dwell on it. Then the 

things that come before us during the day come in the presence of God's 

illuminating Word. Light dwells within us and enables us to see the things of life in 
the right way. “In Thy light we see light” (Ps. 36:9, NASB). This is the true 

education for ministry and for life. 

 

As the Living Word and the written Word occupy our minds we naturally—and 

supernaturally—come to love God more and more because we see, clearly and 

constantly, how lovely He is. 

 
If you decide to memorize Scripture, you may want to look through the “Passages 

Testifying to the Abundant Provision of God” included in Appendix A of Life Without 

Lack. We’ll close with one final word of advice from Dallas: 

 

As a pastor, teacher, and counselor I have repeatedly seen the transformation of 

inner and outer life that comes simply from memorization and meditation upon 

Scripture. Personally, I would never undertake to pastor a church or guide a 

program of Christian education that did not involve a continuous program of 
memorization of the choicest passages of Scripture for people of all ages.2 

 

 
 

 

 

2 Willard, Dallas. The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives (p. 150). HarperCollins. 
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