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Centering Prayer Practice 

“Contemplative prayer is part of a reality that is bigger than itself.  
It is part of the whole process of integration, which requires  

opening to God at the level of the unconscious.” 
—Thomas Keating 

  

We move at a pace in life that keeps our souls as busy as our bodies; our unconscious as full as our 

conscious mind. We are regularly challenged to switch between ideas, images, feelings, thoughts, and 

emotions with the speed of a computer alternating between programs. The effect on our souls is subtle 

and stealthy. Over time, we find it difficult simply to be still. We find it difficult to pray or believe that 

we are centered in the Divine Presence during our prayer. When we are able to take the time to focus 

ourselves on communication with God, we find our minds assailed by those same ideas, images, 

feelings, thoughts, and emotions that plagued us before we sat down to pray. It seems that the moment 

we settle ourselves in God’s presence, we find that we are thinking about a meeting we need to prepare 

for, or a soccer practice we need to shuttle our child to, or something we have forgotten to purchase at 

the store, or the person in the hospital that needs a visit. We may force ourselves to complete the prayer 

period and wonder at the end of it if we’ve even prayed at all. Or, we may choose to truncate or 

postpone our prayer because we are frustrated by the constant chatter in our minds.  

 
Centering Prayer, a contemporary version of the ancient practice of contemplative prayer, is not only a 

way to pray, but a way of prayer that has the potential to make a significant impact on the pattern of our 

lives when we are not praying. Thomas Keating, the Cistercian monk and master of Centering Prayer, 

says that we are not able to determine if the practice is making a difference in our soul based on what 

happens during the actual time spent in the practice. Rather, we know the prayer is effective in our lives 

by the comments we receive from others who see a difference in us over time. When we are faithful to 

simply sit in God’s presence and not leave, even when thoughts distract us, we will find that we are able 

to bring the practice into the situations of our everyday lives. Instead of becoming focused on what may 

seem urgent but is ultimately unimportant, we find we are able to let it go, just as we have done during 

the course of the prayer practice itself. In other words, what we practice in the prayer is what we begin 

to live outside the time of prayer.  

Centering prayer is a simple, though hardly easy, practice. After settling ourselves in the presence of 

God, a sacred word is chosen as a symbol of our intent to remain in God’s presence during the course of 

the prayer period. As thoughts rise in us, we gently let them go and return to the sacred word. Thomas 



A Guide to Spiritual Practice 3 

Keating uses a potent image. He says that as thoughts float across our consciousness, they are like boats 

on the surface of a river. When we are focused on what is on the surface of the river rather than the river 

itself we slip away from our original intention. The sacred word helps call us back to the place of 

stillness and faithful presence to God. It is the soft offering that affirms that we want to give our 

attention back to God. We continue the process of letting go of thoughts and returning to the sacred 

word throughout the time given to the practice –usually 20 to 30 minutes once or twice each day.   

 
Those who are contemplative and reflective are easily attracted to this form of prayer. They find that it 

provides respite from the rigors of daily demands. On the other hand, those who are active and highly 

verbal might, at first, think centering prayer is unsuitable for their spiritual personality. After practicing 

it for some time, however, they are surprised by the spiritual balance that they experience as a result of 

quieting themselves in the place of deep spiritual rest.  


