The Method of Centering Prayer

by Thomas Keating
(Cf. the book Open mind, Open heart, by Thomas Keating)
Theological Background

The grace of Pentecost affirms that the risen Jesus is among us as the glorified Christ. Christ lives in each of us as the Enlightened One, present everywhere and at all times. He is the living Master who continuously sends the Holy Spirit to dwell within us and to bear witness to his resurrection by empowering us to experience and manifest the fruits of the Spirit and the Beatitudes both in prayer and action.

Lectio Divina

Lectio Divina is the most traditional way of cultivating friendship with Christ. It is a way of listening to the texts of scripture as if we were in conversation with Christ and he were suggesting the topics of conversation. The daily encounter with Christ and reflection on his word leads beyond mere acquaintanceship to an attitude of friendship, trust and love. Conversation simplifies and gives way to communing, or as Gregory the Great (6th century), summarizing the Christian contemplative tradition, put it, "resting in God." This was the classical meaning of contemplative prayer for the first sixteen centuries.

Contemplative Prayer

Contemplative Prayer is the normal development of the grace of baptism and the regular practice of Lectio Divina. We may think of prayer as thoughts or feelings expressed in words. But this is only one expression. Contemplative Prayer is the opening of mind and heart - our whole being - to God, the Ultimate Mystery, beyond thoughts, words and emotions. We open our awareness to God whom we know by faith is within us, closer than breathing, closer than thinking, closer than choosing - closer than consciousness itself. Contemplative Prayer is a process of interior purification leading, if we consent, to divine union.

What Centering Prayer is not: 
· It is not a technique. 
· It is not a relaxation exercise. 
· It is not a form of self-hypnosis. 
· It is not a charismatic gift.
·  It is not a para-psychological phenomenon. 
· It is not limited to the "felt" presence of God. 
· It is not discursive meditation or affective prayer.
The Method of Centering Prayer
Centering Prayer is a method designed to facilitate the development of contemplative prayer by preparing our faculties to cooperate with this gift. It is an attempt to present the teaching of earlier time (e.g. The Cloud of Unknowing) in an updated form and to put a certain order and regularity into it. It is not meant to replace other kinds of prayer; it simply puts other kinds of prayer into a new and fuller perspective. During the time of prayer we consent to God's presence and action within. At other times our attention moves outward to discover God's presence everywhere. 
The Guidelines

Choose a sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God's presence and action within. 

Sitting comfortably and with eyes closed, settle briefly and silently introduce the sacred word as the symbol of your consent to God's presence and action within. 

When you become aware of thoughts, return ever-so-gently to the sacred word. 

At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with eyes closed for a couple of minutes.
Explanation of the Guidelines

"Choose a sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God's presence and action within." The sacred word expresses our intention to be in God's presence and to yield to the divine action. The sacred word should be chosen during a brief period of prayer asking the Holy Spirit to inspire us with one that is especially suitable for us. Examples: Lord, Jesus, Abba, Father, Mother Other possibilities: Love, Peace, Shalom Having chosen a sacred word, we do not change it during the prayer period, for that would be to start thinking again. A simple inward gaze upon God may be more suitable for some persons than the sacred word. In this case, one consents to God's presence and action by turning inwardly toward God as if gazing upon him. 
By "sitting comfortably" is meant relatively comfortably; not so comfortably that we encourage sleep, but sitting comfortably enough to avoid thinking about the discomfort of our bodies during this time of prayer. keep the back straight. If we fall asleep, we continue the prayer for a few minutes upon awakening if we can spare the time. We close our eyes to let go of what is going on around and within us. We introduce the sacred word inwardly and as gently as laying a feather on a piece of absorbent cotton. 
"When you become aware of thoughts, return ever-so-gently to the sacred word." "Thoughts" is an umbrella term for every perception including sense perceptions, feelings, images, memories, reflections, and commentaries. Thoughts are a normal part of Centering Prayer. By "returning ever-so-gently to the sacred word", a minimum of effort is indicated. This is the only activity we initiate during the time of Centering Prayer. During the course of our prayer, the sacred word may become vague or even disappear. 
"At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with eyes closed for a couple of minutes." If this prayer is done in a group, the leader may slowly recite the Our Father during the additional 2 or 3 minutes, while the others listen. The additional 2 or 3 minutes give the psyche time to readjust to the external senses and enable us to bring the atmosphere of silence into daily life. 

The Process

· The prayer of centring is a method of directing your attention from the particular to the general, from the concrete to the formless.
· To start, introduce the sacred word in your imagination as gently as if you were laying a feather on a piece of absorbent cotton. Keep thinking the sacred word in whatever form it arises. It is not meant to be repeated continuously. The word can flatten out, become vague or just an impulse of the will, or even disappear.
· The sacred word is a simple thought that you are thinking at ever deepening levels of perception. That's why you accept the sacred word in whatever form it arises within you. The word on your lips is exterior and has no part in this form of prayer. The thought in your imagination is interior; the word as an impulse of your will is more interior still. Only when you pass beyond the word into pure awareness is the process of exteriorisation complete. That is what Mary of Bethany was doing at the feet of Jesus. She was going beyond the words she was hearing to the Person who was speaking and entering into union with Him.

· This is what we are doing as we sit in Centering Prayer, interiorising the sacred word. We are going beyond the sacred word into union with that to which it points, the Ultimate Mystery, the Presence of God, beyond any perception that we can form of Him.
· Thoughts then are the greatest distraction for this form of prayer. Various kinds of thoughts may come down the stream of consciousness when we start to quiet our mind. Fr Keating arranges them into five groups.
1. The wool-gathering of the imagination. The most obvious thoughts are the superficial ones that the imagination grinds out because of its natural propensity for perpetual motion. It is important just to accept them and not to pay any undue attention to them. Such thoughts are like the noise in the street floating through the window of an apartment where two people are carrying on a conversation
2. Thoughts with an emotional attraction to them. It occurs when you get interested in something that is happening in the street. A brawl breaks out and attracts your curiosity and calls for some reaction. Returning gently to the sacred word is a means or getting back to the general loving attention you were offering to God. Do not be annoyed with yourself if you get involved with these interesting thoughts.
3. Insights, and psychological breakthroughs. They arise as we sink into deep peace and interior silence. Something in our minds goes fishing. What seem to be brilliant theological insights and marvellous psychological breakthroughs. We may think, "I must take a moment to make sure I grasp this fantastic insight!" Any deliberate thought brings you out of silence. A very intimate kind of self-denial of our own inmost thoughts and feelings, and the source from which they come, the false self is necessary.
4. Self-Reflection. As you settle into deep peace and freedom from particular thoughts, a desire to reflect on what is happening may arise. You may think, "At last I am getting some place!" or, "This feeling is just great. You are being offered a choice between reflecting on what is going on and letting go of the experience. If you let go, you go into deeper interior silence. If you reflect, you come out and have to start over. There will be a lot of starting over.
Reflection is one step back from experience. It is a photograph of reality. As soon as you start to reflect on an experience, it is over. The tendency to reflect is one of the hardest things to handle in contemplative player. We want to savour the moment of pure joy, pure experience, pure awareness. But if you can let this temptation go by and return to the sacred word, you will pass to a new level of freedom, a more refined joy.
The presence of God is like the air we breathe. You can have all you want of it as long as you do not try to take possession of it and hang on to it. This prayer is communion with the Spirit of God, who is Charity, pure gift. The Presence of God does not respond to greed. It is totally available, but on condition that we accept it freely. . If, in this prayer, you can get over the inveterate habit of reflecting on what is going on, if you can have peace and not think about having it, then you will have learned how to do it.

5. Interior Purification. Any form of meditation or prayer that transcends thinking sets off the dynamic of interior purification. This dynamic is God's school of psychotherapy. It enables the organism to release deep-rooted tension in the form of thoughts. Generally, thoughts that result from this therapy arise without one's knowing where they come from or why. They introduce themselves with a certain force or emotional charge. One may feel intense anger, sorrow or fear without any relation to the recent past. Once again, the best way to handle them is to return to the sacred word.
Through this process, the undigested psychological material of a lifetime is gradually evacuated, the emotional investment of early childhood in programs for happiness based on instinctual drives is dismantled, and the false self gives way to the true self.
Once you grasp the fact that thoughts are not only inevitable, but an integral part of the process of healing and growth initiated by God, you are able to take a positive view of them. Instead of looking upon them as painful distractions, you see them in a broader perspective that includes both interior silence and thoughts-thoughts that you do not want, but which, are just as valuable for the purpose of purification, as moments of profound tranquillity.
As you quiet down and go deeper, you may reach a place where the sacred word disappears altogether and there are no thoughts. This is often experienced as a suspension of consciousness1 a space. The next thing you are aware of is the thought, "Where was I? There was no sacred word and I wasn't thinking!' Or you may experience it as a place outside of time. Time is the measure of motion. If the ordinary flow of thoughts is reduced to where there are few or no successive thoughts, the time of prayer passes like a snap of the fingers.
The experience of interior silence or "resting in God" is beyond thinking, images, and emotions. This awareness tells you that the core of your being is eternal and indestructible and that you as a person are loved by God and share his divine life. Many people habitually enjoy the clear experience of interior silence during prayer. Others habitually experience calm and tranquillity along with a trickle of thoughts at the same time. Still others rarely have such experiences. In whatever form or degree interior silence occurs, it is to be accepted but not desired, for the feeling of desire would be a thought.
Take then everything that happens during the periods of Centering Prayer peacefully and gratefully, without putting a judgement on anything. Even if you should have an overwhelming experience of God, this is not the time to think about it. Let the thoughts come and go. The basic principle for handling thoughts in this prayer is this: Resist no thought, hang on to no thought, react emotionally to no thought. Whatever image, feeling, reflection, or experience attracts your attention, return to the sacred word. To know God in this way is to perceive a new dimension of all reality. The ripe fruit of contemplative prayer is to bring back into the humdrum routines of daily life not just the thought of God, but the spontaneous awareness of His abiding Presence in, through, and beyond everything. HE WHO IS - the infinite, incomprehensible, and ineffable One - is the God of pure faith. In this prayer we confront the most fundamental human question: "Who are you, Lord?'-' and wait for the answer.
The only way to judge this prayer is by its long-range fruits: whether in daily life you enjoy greater peace, humility and charity. Having come to deep interior silence, you begin to relate to others beyond the superficial aspects of social status, race, nationality, religion, and personal characteristics.
Some Practical Points

· Minimum time for this prayer is 20 minutes. 
· Two periods are recommended each day, in the morning, and one in evening. 
· Read Scriptures regularly 
· The end of the prayer period can be indicated by a timer, providing it does not have an audible tick or loud sound when it goes off 
· The principal effects of Centering Prayer are experienced in daily life, not in the period of Centering Prayer itself. 
· When you become aware that you are thinking some other thought, return to the sacred word as the expression of your intent. The effectiveness of this prayer does not depend on how distinctly you say the sacred word or how often, but rather on the gentleness with which you introduce it into your imagination in the beginning and the promptness with which you return to it when you are hooked on some other thought.
· Physical Symptoms: We may notice slight pains, itches, or twitches in various parts of the body or a generalized restlessness. These are usually due to the untying of emotional knots in the body. We may also notice heaviness or lightness in the extremities. This is usually due to a deep level of spiritual attentiveness. In either case, we pay no attention, or we allow the mind to rest briefly in the sensation, and then return to the sacred word. 
· Lectio Divina provides the conceptual background for the development of Centering Prayer. 
· A support group praying and sharing together once a week helps maintain one's commitment to the prayer. 

