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In a world saturated with distractions, finding solace and connection with the divine can feel
like a Herculean task. Yet, throughout Christian history, contemplative prayer practices
have offered a pathway to deeper spiritual intimacy. Centering Prayer, a modern
adaptation of these ancient traditions, is experiencing a resurgence, offering a powerful
means of cultivating inner peace and a renewed relationship with God. This article delves
into Centering Prayer, exploring its historical roots, practical application, profound benefits,
and its role in revitalizing the ancient Christian tradition of contemplative prayer. We'll also
consider its connection to *contemplative prayer*, *silent prayer*, and *mindfulness
meditation*, examining how it uniquely blends these elements.

Historical Roots and the Essence of Centering Prayer

Centering Prayer, as practiced today, owes its structure to the teachings of Thomas
Keating, a Trappist monk, and other contemplative Christian leaders in the mid-20th
century. However, its essence draws heavily from centuries-old traditions of *Christian
mysticism* and contemplative practices found in the writings of the Desert Fathers, Meister
Eckhart, and John of the Cross. These mystics emphasized the importance of emptying
the mind to create space for God's presence. Centering Prayer aims to achieve this
through a simple yet profoundly effective technique: the use of a sacred word or phrase as
a vehicle for mental focusing and releasing. This "prayer word" acts as an anchor, gently
guiding the mind back to the present moment whenever thoughts or distractions arise. This
process is not about achieving a state of mindlessness, but rather about cultivating a
receptive awareness, a space where God can freely work.

The Profound Benefits of Centering Prayer Practice

The benefits of regular Centering Prayer practice extend far beyond a fleeting sense of
calm. Many practitioners report experiencing:

e Deepening of Spiritual Life: By creating space for God’s presence, Centering
Prayer fosters a more intimate and personal relationship with the divine. This intimate
relationship transcends intellectual understanding, entering into the realm of direct
experience.

e Reduced Stress and Anxiety: The practice cultivates a state of mindfulness,
enabling practitioners to observe thoughts and emotions without judgment. This
detachment from the constant stream of mental chatter can significantly reduce
stress and anxiety levels.

¢ Increased Self-Awareness: Centering Prayer facilitates a heightened awareness of
one's own inner landscape — thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations. This
increased self-awareness helps to cultivate greater self-compassion and emotional
regulation.
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e Improved Focus and Concentration: The discipline involved in Centering Prayer
sharpens the ability to focus attention and resist distractions, benefiting both spiritual
and secular aspects of life.

e Greater Compassion and Empathy: By cultivating a sense of inner peace and
connection with the divine, Centering Prayer often leads to increased compassion
and empathy towards oneself and others.

Practical Application and Guidance for Beginners

Centering Prayer is remarkably simple to learn, yet profound in its effects. Here's a basic
guide for beginners:

1. Find a Quiet Space: Choose a peaceful environment where you can sit comfortably
without interruptions.

2. Adopt a Comfortable Posture: Sit upright, but not rigidly. Allow your body to relax.

3. Choose a Sacred Word: Select a single word or short phrase that resonates with you
spiritually. Examples include "Jesus," "peace," or "love."

4. Settle Your Mind: Gently bring your attention to your breath, or the sounds around you,
to help quiet the mind.

5. Repeat Your Prayer Word: Silently repeat your chosen word or phrase, allowing it to
settle in your consciousness.

6. Return to the Word: When your mind wanders (and it will'), gently acknowledge the
distraction without judgment, and simply return your attention to your prayer word.

7. Maintain a Posture of Receptivity: The goal is not to empty your mind completely, but
to cultivate a receptive openness to God's presence.

8. Practice Regularly: Consistent practice, even for short periods, is key to experiencing
the full benefits of Centering Prayer. Even 10-15 minutes a day can make a significant
difference.

Centering Prayer in the Context of Modern Spirituality

Centering Prayer's resurgence reflects a growing interest in contemplative practices within
modern Christianity. It offers a bridge between ancient spiritual traditions and
contemporary needs, addressing the pervasive sense of busyness and distraction in
modern life. Unlike some forms of *silent prayer* that may focus on petition or mental
engagement, Centering Prayer emphasizes a more passive, receptive posture, allowing for
a deeper experience of God's grace. Its similarity to *mindfulness meditation* lies in the
focus on present moment awareness, but Centering Prayer fundamentally grounds this
practice in a Christian theological framework. Its focus on the divine presence distinguishes
it significantly from secular mindfulness techniques.

Conclusion: Embracing the Ancient Path to Inner Peace

Centering Prayer, far from being a newfangled spiritual technique, represents a
rediscovery and revitalization of ancient Christian contemplative practices. Its simplicity
belies its profound potential for fostering spiritual growth, inner peace, and a deeper
connection with God. By embracing this accessible yet powerful method, individuals can
tap into a rich spiritual heritage, enriching their faith and finding solace in the midst of a
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demanding world. The practice of Centering Prayer is a journey, a path of ongoing
discovery and deepening intimacy with the Divine.

FAQ: Addressing Common Questions about Centering
Prayer

Q1: Is Centering Prayer suitable for all Christians?

Al: Yes, Centering Prayer is broadly accessible to Christians of various denominations and
theological perspectives. Its emphasis on direct experience of God's presence transcends
denominational boundaries. However, individuals with strong opposition to contemplative
practices might find it challenging.

Q2: What if | struggle to quiet my mind?

A2: It's perfectly normal to find your mind wandering during Centering Prayer. The key is
not to strive for a completely silent mind, but to gently guide your attention back to your
prayer word each time you notice a distraction. Patience and consistent practice are
crucial.

Q3: How long should | practice Centering Prayer each day?

A3: Start with short sessions (10-15 minutes) and gradually increase the duration as you
feel comfortable. Consistency is more important than length. Even short, regular sessions
can yield significant benefits.

Q4. Can Centering Prayer replace other forms of prayer?

A4: Centering Prayer is not intended to replace other forms of prayer, such as vocal prayer
or scripture reading. It's best understood as a complementary practice that deepens one's
capacity for prayer and spiritual intimacy.

Q5: Are there any potential drawbacks to Centering Prayer?

A5: While generally safe and beneficial, some individuals may experience initial discomfort
or frustration. It's crucial to approach the practice with patience and self-compassion.
Rarely, individuals with pre-existing mental health conditions might find certain aspects
challenging, and consultation with a mental health professional may be advisable.

Q6: Where can | learn more about Centering Prayer?

A6: Numerous books and resources are available on Centering Prayer, including those
written by Thomas Keating and other prominent teachers. Many churches and spiritual
communities also offer workshops and retreats dedicated to this practice.

Q7: Can | practice Centering Prayer with a group?

A7: Yes, group practice can be very supportive and enriching. Many communities offer
guided Centering Prayer sessions. The shared silence and collective intention can amplify
the experience for participants.

Q8: Is Centering Prayer compatible with other spiritual disciplines?

A8: Centering Prayer can be a valuable complement to other spiritual practices like Lectio
Divina (scripture meditation) or spiritual direction. It can deepen one's capacity for
engagement with these practices by fostering a state of receptivity and inner peace.
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Centering Prayer, a deceptively easy contemplative practice, is experiencing a revival in
popularity, acting as a bridge between ancient Christian monastic traditions and the
pressures of modern life. This isn't a newfangled invention, but rather a reinterpretation of
long-established contemplative techniques, adapted for the fast-paced twenty-first century.
It offers a path to deeper connection with the Higher Power, fostering inner peace and a
renewed perception of purpose.

The heart of Centering Prayer lies in its technique. Unlike supplications that focus on
articulating requests or contemplating on theological concepts, Centering Prayer
encourages a receptive posture before God. Practitioners designate a sacred word or
phrase — a word — as a focus for their attention. When the mind strays, as it inevitably will,
the practitioner gently returns to the designated word without judgment. This ongoing act of
returning to the word is the discipline itself.

This methodology bears a remarkable resemblance to ancient Christian monastic
practices, particularly the tradition of *Hesychasm* in the Eastern Orthodox Church.
Hesychasm, originating in the desert monasteries of Egypt and spreading through the
Byzantine Empire, emphasized the fostering of *inner stillness* through contemplative
prayer, often using a sacred word or phrase as a focal point. The parallel between
Centering Prayer and Hesychasm isn't coincidental; it's a deliberate effort to revive these
ancient techniques in a current context.

The benefits of Centering Prayer extend beyond the faith-based realm. Studies have
shown that regular practice can decrease stress and worry, improve focus, and enhance
psychological well-being. This is because the practice develops the mind to become more
mindful, allowing practitioners to witness their thoughts and feelings without becoming
consumed by them. This enhanced self-awareness can translate to better decision-making,
improved relationships, and a greater ability to manage life's challenges.

Implementing Centering Prayer is reasonably straightforward. Begin by locating a peaceful
space where you can sit comfortably for a designated period — even just 10-15 minutes is a
good starting point. Decide a sacred word or phrase that connects with you. It can be a
single word like "peace” or "love," or a short phrase from scripture. Simply rest quietly,
uttering the word or phrase mentally as you concentrate on its sound. When your mind
strays, gently refocus your attention to the word or phrase, without judgment. The essential
element is consistency. Regular, even brief, sessions are more fruitful than infrequent,
longer ones.

Centering Prayer is not a quick fix for life's challenges; it's a long-term commitment that
requires patience. However, the payoffs — a stronger bond with the divine, improved inner
peace, and a renewed sense of purpose — are well worth the effort. It's a path to a more
authentic and significant life, drawing on the knowledge of centuries of Christian
contemplative tradition, tailored for the needs of today.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQSs):

1. Is Centering Prayer only for religious people? No, Centering Prayer is a
contemplative practice that can be beneficial for anyone seeking inner peace and improved
self-awareness, regardless of religious affiliation.

2. How long does it take to see results from Centering Prayer? The experience is
subjective. Some may feel a sense of calm or stiliness relatively quickly, while others may

Centering Prayer Renewing An Ancient Christian Prayer Form



Centering Prayer Renewing An Ancient Christian Prayer Form

require more time and consistent practice before experiencing significant benefits.

3. What if | struggle to keep my mind focused? Mind wandering is normal. The practice
of gently returning your attention to the word or phrase is the very essence of Centering
Prayer. Don't get discouraged; simply continue returning to your chosen focus.

4. Can | use Centering Prayer to solve specific problems? Centering Prayer is not a
problem-solving technique. Instead, it aims to cultivate inner peace and clarity, which can
indirectly assist in better decision-making and problem-solving.

5. Are there any resources available to learn more about Centering Prayer? Yes,
numerous books, workshops, and online resources are available. Searching for "Centering
Prayer" online will provide access to a wealth of information.
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