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Out of his infinite glory,
may he give you the power through his Spirit
for your hidden self to grow strong,
so that Christ may live in your hearts through faith,
and then,
planted in love and built on love,
you will with all the saints have strength
to grasp the breadth and the length,
the height and the depth;
until, knowing the love of Christ,
which is beyond all knowledge,
you are filled with the utter fullness of God.

—EP. 3:16–19
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IT IS DIFFICULT to believe that it is only twenty years since Centering Prayer was first published. They have been very full and fruitful years.

One of the wonders of the written word is that it can travel far and wide and reach people in all walks of life. I can remember the day I was climbing the mountains above Kathmandu in Nepal. As my Jesuit host and I made our way up the steep trail, we encountered a man coming down. He greeted us with a friendly smile. And then a look of recognition came into his eyes: “I know you.” With that he pulled a copy of Centering Prayer out of his sack.

There comes to mind another meeting. I was standing in front of St. Francis Assisi Church on Thirty-first Street in New York. As I waited for my friend, a rather disheveled gentleman approached me. I began to fish in my pocket for a dollar bill. “Are you Basil—Basil Pennington?” I thought: This is going to be five dollars. When I nodded “yes,” he pulled a very battered copy of Centering Prayer from his pocket. “This is great. We all use it. I just came from my meeting.” It certainly has been one of my joys that this way of prayer has served the AA program well as they established Twelve-Step Groups.

It has not surprised me to see Centering Prayer rapidly find its place in the American Church. Centering Prayer is very much in the spirit of the renewal called forth by the Second Vatican Council. It looks to the Gospels: “Come to me, all you who labor and are heavily burdened and I will refresh you” (Matt. 11:28). And to the spirit and aims of our living tradition. If this way of prayer does not go back to Jesus himself and to Jewish tradition (and I believe it does), it certainly is found in the writings of our earliest spiritual fathers, East and West, Greek and Latin. And it has brought that tradition to today in a simple and practical way that responds to the signs of the times. Charismatic renewal opened us to seek the immediate experience of God. Methods of meditation, coming to us from Eastern traditions, opened us to seek an experience of the Power within. The time was certainly ripe for us to refind our own authentic tradition of contemplative prayer.

The very complicated and demanding methods of prayer and spirituality put together in the more rationalistic post—Tridentine Church created the impression that contemplative prayer was meant for only a chosen few. But the Spirit speaking through the Second Vatican Council reminded us forcefully that every Christian is called to enjoy contemplation and that deep union with God which we call holiness. Centering Prayer in its simplicity and directness has made it possible for the average Christian to move quickly and easily in this direction.

As I said, it did not surprise me that religious and lay folks in all parts of the United States began to show interest in this simple traditional way of prayer. In 1984 the Contemplative Outreach was established to support and give some supportive structure to this lay movement. At the same time, the Mastery Foundation was created to foster this contemplative dimension among the clergy and others whose lives are about sacred ministry. What has been more surprising has been the way Centering Prayer has spread around the world. Thanks to the vision, energy, and dedication of lay leaders, Centering Prayer moved quickly through countries like the Philippines and Malaysia, England and Ireland. Most striking was our experience in South Africa. Gandhi said if one percent of the people would meditate there would be peace. A wonderful woman, eighty years young, by the name of Winnie Young aimed at bringing Centering Prayer to one percent of her country and more. The result, a new phenomenon among the human family: Boards of Reconciliation rather than War Crimes Trials. Winnie is in her nineties now, but she still animates a vital Centering Prayer movement in her country.

Centering Prayer is indeed a living tradition. The simple method set forth in pastoral fashion by Abba Isaac in response to the fervent entreaties of Saint John Cassian and his companion received more nuance and detail as time went on. The abba of The Cloud of Unknowing would be more precise in regard to the method and insightful in his elaboration. In response to the pragmatism of our times, we first set forth the tradition in three simple “rules.” Even these have been somewhat altered in later usage:

Sit relaxed and quiet.




	Be in faith and love to God who dwells in the center of your being.


	Take up a love word and let it be gently present, supporting your being to God in faith-filled love.


	Whenever you become aware of anything, simply, gently return to the Lord with the use of your prayer word.




After twenty minutes let the Our Father (or some other prayer) pray itself. More briefly, we might put it this way:

   Be with God within.

Use a word to stay.

Use the word to return.

   Dom Thomas Keating, who taught with Father William and me in the first days at Spencer Abbey, laid down his abbatial charge in 1981 in order to devote himself completely to the Centering Prayer ministry and foster the development of the Contemplative Outreach. In dialogue with the behavioral sciences of our days, he placed the traditional teaching in the context of the whole “spiritual journey” and taught the prayer in four 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 intention to consent to God’s presence and action within.


	When you become aware of anything, return ever so gently to God, using the sacred word.


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




While some others co-opted the name “Centering Prayer” for other traditional and not-so-traditional methods of prayer, some lay teachers clearly continued in the tradition yet modified the basic presentation. So, for example, we have Ferdinand Mahfood’s five points:


	Sit upright and relaxed in a comfortable chair. Close your eyes.


	Be in faith and love to God. Many people begin with a simple opening prayer. For example: “Lord, we thank you for your wonderful relationship with us. For these few minutes we want to be wholly with You … in love … in Christ.”


	Choose a simple prayer word and let it be gently present, supporting your surrender to God in faith-filled love.


	Whenever you become aware of any sound, emotion, or thought, simply return to the Lord through the gentle repetition of your prayer word.


	After your prayer time has concluded, slowly, quietly say the Lord’s Prayer. Let it bring a peaceful close to your time with God.




Obviously it is the same living tradition adapted to the genius of the particular teacher addressing the audience he seeks to serve.

Centering Prayer is not the only expression of the Christian contemplative tradition. Together with other methods, such as the Christian Meditation of the late John Main, it continues to serve. Our books have now appeared in French, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, German, Japanese, Chinese, and Portuguese. With the help of translators, I have been able to share this way of Christian prayer in Moscow and Beijing, through India and Thailand, in New Zealand and Brazil, and on and on around the world for thirty years. Happily I look forward to supporting this global expansion in a way more compatible with my own contemplative vocation.

Now, after Centering Prayer has reached hundreds of thousands of readers in its humble Image Books edition, I am happy to see it made available in a beautiful new edition. Along with Daily We Touch Him, Centered Living, Call to the Center, The Way Back Home, and the many other books sharing this tradition, may it continue to serve thousands of readers in this new millennium. For them I pray and for each reader of this new volume.

†M. Basil Pennington, o.c.s.o.
Abbey of Our Lady of Holy Spirit
Conyers, Georgia


INTRODUCTION
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“I WANT TO pray.” I think that is basically the life statement that leads one to open a book like this. What leads each particular person to such a statement, expressed or unexpressed, is quite personal and comes out of a life being lived and the influences that have been forming the attitudes and values that guide that life.

For some, and I suspect they are in the minority today, such a statement is motivated by a sense of duty. We have been taught that this is what a decent person does. It is the Creator’s due. Life is somehow not all put together without the element of prayer. In more and more lives this sense of duty is underpinned by a real sense of need. There is an incompleteness, an inability to cope with or adequately respond to life’s demands. It may be more in relation to others. Men and women in ministry sense their shallowness or lack of really significant response to the naked and pained need of those to whom they minister, those who turn to them for help. Parents sense that Christian teaching, Christian morality, Christian hope, are the elements that will best help their children negotiate the vicissitudes that lie ahead or presently face them. Yet they are at a loss how to pass these on effectively to the emerging persons they so dearly love.

Many a friend knows the compassionate pain of not being able to bring a missing insight, a sense of value and worth, a hope, to where it is sorely needed. We sense a need to fall back on prayer.

The needs of others, which duty or love or both demand we experience in some way as our own, do nudge us or even compel us to be in touch with our own needs—needs that are in fact very much the same. There surface in us if we dare leave enough space in our rush-rush lives to allow it, or if circumstances, as they often do, trap us in a situation where we can’t avoid it, some of our own needs—above all, perhaps, our loneliness, our incompleteness, our lacks, our inability to be and to do what we want.

Whatever it is that evokes in us the statement or the cry: “I want to pray,” we do want and need practical help to respond. And we know that the mere repetition of words, however beautiful, is not going to fill the bill. The cry comes from some deeper, some very deep part of our being, and we need to get in touch with that center and let our prayer arise from there. Ideally we should be able to turn to parent, pastor, or Christian friend and say: “Teach me how to pray, to meditate, to experience God.” But unfortunately we sense or know as we look about us that there is no one to whom we can confidently address this simple request with a solid hope of receiving practical and satisfying help. At least that has been the experience of many. True renewal is under way within the Christian community. More and more, we can find at hand someone to whom we can confidently address such a request. Yet this is still far from being universally true. And that is why there is still a need for such books as this and why this book has been written.

In seeking to share this very simple form of prayer that has been a constant part of our Christian tradition, I have endeavored to be very practical and concrete. I have gone into details; I have at times stated the obvious. I have tried to answer all the questions that I have heard arise in workshops over the years, that have come to me in letters, that have been raised in counseling sessions or during discussions—the simplest as well as the more sophisticated and complex. (This is not to say that new questions will not continue to arise. Each reader will have his or her own—though if he or she rereads the book with the new questions in mind, the answers might well be found.) The endeavor has been to make it possible for the reader to enter into the practice of this prayer with a certain confidence and sense of security. It certainly is my hope and prayer that for each reader this will not be a book that is only read, but one that is put into practice.

Our practice, our prayer, must be a response to reality, to what truly is. The factor that has perhaps most undermined the spiritual life of the Western Christian Church has been the divorce between theology and spirituality, between doctrine and practice. So, in the course of speaking about prayer and sharing a very practical method of prayer, I do not hesitate to recur to even the most profound mysteries of our Christian faith. Yet I have tried to maintain a certain conciseness so that the riches of our faith are certainly not fully explored or developed but are presented in quite seminal form. The particular theological expression I employ may not be familiar to some of my readers. This will probably be so not because it is a peculiarly Catholic expression or comes from a particular school of theology but because it is a more traditional and ancient expression found in the Fathers, one all too often neglected and unknown in our times. I hope the reader will have patience with me in this and perhaps through it come to some new insights into our faith which will ground a fuller and richer practice and experience.

The author of The Cloud of Unknowing felt the need in his Introduction (and he states it again near the end of his treatise) to implore the reader to read the whole of his dense little work, fearing that if only parts are read they will convey an incomplete or even false understanding. I am sensing something of the same need. The matter is delicate and in some ways complex, for it involves a very full and deep relationship between two persons: a human person whose potential is limitless, and the infinite God. Especially in the responses to the questions will the reader find nuances and distinctions that can be quite helpful and, for some, very important. This is the great value of being able to take part in a workshop. Through succeeding experiences of Centering Prayer and the responses to the questions arising from such experience, teaching can be honed to meet the need each one has for an adequate understanding to support his or her practice.

This is what I am interested in: to facilitate and support the entrance into and regular practice of contemplative prayer. I am not trying to meet and respond to all the objections of critics. Above all, I am not interested in any polemics. Nor do I have any desire to teach or affirm the supremacy of one form of prayer over another. I simply want to share a gift I have received with all those who are interested and are drawn by God’s merciful love to share it with me.

I think I can make the words of the author of The Cloud my own:


Should it seem that the way of prayer I have described in this book is unsuited to you spiritually or temperamentally, feel perfectly free to leave it aside and with wise counsel seek another in full confidence. In that case I trust you will hold me excused for all I have written here. Truly, I wrote only according to my simple understanding of these things and with no other purpose than that of helping you. So read it over two or three times. The more often you read it the better, for that much more will you grasp its meaning. Parts that seemed difficult and obscure at first may perhaps become obvious and clear as you read it again.

It seems to me that anyone whom grace has drawn to contemplation will not read this book (or hear it read) without feeling that it speaks of something akin to his own spirit. Should you feel this way and find it helpful, thank God with all your heart and for love of him pray for me. (Ch. 74)



I very much want to express my sincere gratitude to my abbot, Father Thomas Keating, and to my confrere Father William Meninger. Much of what I share here comes from them. They have very generously read over the manuscript and offered much good advice for its improvement. Many who have taken part in workshops with me over the years have made their contributions and I am grateful to them, also. Above all, it is the prayerful support of my community and many others that bears this fruit. Most especially must I mention that little Benedictine nun who spent many hours at her typewriter and more at her prie-dieu bringing this book to life. She prefers to remain incognito, so I count on the Lord himself to reward her and her sisters who have supported her in this work. With humble gratitude.

M. Basil Pennington
Easter, 1979            


I.

IT’S BEYOND US —YET OURS
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I WOULD LIKE to start this book with a word from Scripture—in this way I can be sure that something worthwhile will have been said. As we read the Scriptures day in and day out over the years, various passages speak to us with special force. Some come to be particularly meaningful and we return to them again and again. One such passage for me is the following from Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians:


The hidden wisdom of God which we teach in our mysteries is the wisdom that God predestined to be for our glory before the ages began…. we teach what scripture calls: the things that no eye has seen and no ear has heard, things beyond the human mind, all that God has prepared for those who love him.

These are the very things God has revealed to us through the Spirit, for the Spirit reaches the depths of everything, even the depths of God. After all, the depths of a person can only be known by his own spirit, not by any other, and in the same way the depths of God can only be known by the Spirit of God. Now instead of the spirit of the world, we have received the Spirit that comes from God, to teach us to understand the gifts that he has given us. Therefore we teach, not in the way in which philosophy is taught, but in the way that the Spirit teaches us; we teach spiritual things spiritually. An unspiritual person is one who does not accept anything of the Spirit of God: he sees it all as nonsense; it is beyond his understanding because it can only be understood by means of the Spirit. A spiritual person, on the other hand, is able to judge the value of everything, and his own value is not to be judged by others. As scripture says: Who can know the mind of the Lord …? But we are those who have the mind of Christ. (1 Co. 2:7, 9–16)



This is essentially what we are going to be sharing in this book: “The hidden wisdom of God … the wisdom that God predestined to be for our glory before the ages began … that no eye has seen and no ear has heard, things beyond the human mind, all that God has prepared for those who love him, …” what he “has revealed to us through the Spirit.”

In Centering Prayer we go beyond thought and image, beyond the senses and the rational mind, to that center of our being where God is working a wonderful work. There God our Father is not only bringing us forth at each moment in his wonderful creative love, but by virtue of the grace of filiation, which we received at baptism, he is indeed making us sons and daughters, one with his own Son, pouring out in our hearts the Spirit of his Son, so that we can in fullest sense cry, “Abba, Father.” He says to us, in fact more than in word: “You are my child; this day have I begotten you.” At this level of our being, where we are our truest selves, we are essentially prayer, total response to the Father in our oneness with the Son, in that love who is the Holy Spirit. This is the mystery hidden from the ages—the great design of an eternal, loving Providence—and revealed to us. As the Son said to us in the Upper Room: “I no longer call you servants, but friends, because I have made known to you all that the Father has made known to me … You cannot understand now … But the Spirit, the Paraclete, the Comforter, the Strengthener—whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything and remind you of all I have said to you.”

“These are the very things God has revealed to us through the Spirit … An unspiritual person [one who does not have the Holy Spirit] is one who does not accept anything of the Spirit of God: he sees it all as nonsense.” Indeed, without faith, without the powerful action of the Holy Spirit, Centering Prayer is just so much nonsense! Just sitting there, doing nothing. Not even thinking some worthwhile thoughts, or making some good resolutions—just being. Unless we are in touch with who we really are, “just being” seems hardly enough. “The depths of a person can only be known by his own spirit.” True enough. But we are not humans only. We have been baptized into Christ, we have been transformed, deified, in some way made one with the very Son of God, and partakers of the divine nature. And so it is only through the Holy Spirit, who “reaches the depths of everything, even the depths of God,” that we can hope to understand what “can only be understood by means of the Spirit.” “We teach spiritual things spiritually”—that is, in and by the Holy Spirit.

As you begin this book on Centering Prayer I would like to encourage you to stop for a bit and turn to Holy Spirit, dwelling within you. He is your Spirit, the Gift given to you at baptism to be your very own spirit; ask Holy Spirit through the words printed on these pages to “teach spiritual things spiritually.” And as you move through the pages, may you be constantly aware of his presence, opening out to you something of the full beauty of who you really are and gently inviting you to enjoy that beauty, to wonder at it, to live out of its fullness.

Centering Prayer, under one aspect, is but a very simple method—a technique, if you like that term—to get in touch with what is. But its practice is surely not meant just to enliven forty minutes of our day. It is meant to open the way to living constantly out of the center, to living out of the fullness of who we are.

This is certainly something sublime, wondrous, beyond all our human expectations. “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the human heart.” Yet it is to this that we are all called.

Let me share with you another favorite Scripture passage. This one is from the last book in the Bible, the Book of Revelation, Chapter Three:


Here is the message of the Amen, the faithful, the true witness, the ultimate source of God’s creation: I know all about you: how you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were one or the other, but since you are neither, but only lukewarm, I will spit you out of my mouth. You say to yourself, “I am rich, I have made a fortune, and have everything I want,” never realizing that you are wretchedly and pitiably poor, and blind and naked too. I warn you, buy from me the gold that has been tested in the fire to make you really rich, and white robes to clothe you and cover your shameful nakedness, and eye ointment to put on your eyes so that you are able to see. I am the one who reproves and disciplines all those he loves, so repent in real earnest. Look, I am standing at the door, knocking. If one of you hears me calling and opens the door, I will come in to share his meal, side by side with him. Those who prove victorious I will allow to share my throne, just as I was victorious myself and took my place with my Father on his throne. If anyone has ears to hear, let him listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches. (Rv. 3:14–22)



There is in this passage one of the most frightening words which our Lord speaks to us: “I know all about you” (I’ve got your number); “you are neither cold nor hot.” How true! We are not cold, indifferent, turned off—or we wouldn’t be reading a book like this. Yet, on the other hand, who of us will dare to say he is really “hot”—burning with the fire of divine love? We have only to allow the briefest moment’s reflection on our actual performance, our backsliding, our compromises, our rationalizations, our sin. And what is our blessed Lord’s reaction to all this? He is graphically frank: “Since you are neither hot nor cold, but only lukewarm, I will spit you out of my mouth”—or, as another translation would have it: “vomit you forth from my mouth.” Our Lord, who was so totally a “yes” to the Father, whose sacred heart did indeed burn with love and filial devotion, can only feel the deepest disgust toward our lukewarmness. When he sees the way we respond to the constant goodness of divine Love, it quite simply makes him feel like vomiting. That is how disgusting we, in all our pettiness, meanness, selfishness, really are. Our Lord has certainly called our number.

And yet!—and this is the sublimity of this word of the Lord, this message of life and hope, to the very ones whom he so rightly finds so disgusting—our Lord, overcoming, as it were, his natural repugnance and knowing the full power of his own immense love to enflame our lukewarmness, goes on to say: “Look, I am standing at the door, knocking.” In spite of all our lukewarmness, our inattentiveness, our deafness, he never tires, never ceases to seek to enter into our lives.

In spite of all this, he who made us, who has every right over us, profoundly respects us, as no one else so fully does. He knows the greatest thing about us is our freedom, our power to choose, to love. Therein, precisely, lies our particular likeness to the divine. And he will never violate that freedom, no matter how sadly we choose to abuse it. He will never force his way into our lives: “Behold, I am standing at the door, knocking. If one of you hears me … and opens….” He humbly waits, till we open. And that is all we have to do: just open to him, and he will do the rest. No matter how disgusting we are. No matter what our track record has been. We have but to open and he will come in. This is his word, expressed unconditionally, to those whose lukewarmness he knows full well. Centering Prayer is but a simple way to open the door—wide—all the way—to let him come in.

“I will come in to share his meal, side by side with him.” With a concreteness, a warmth, a full humanness, our Lord expresses the intimacy he wants to share with each one of us. The most common sign of human friendship is to sit down together and share a meal. But the intimacy here is special: a meal just for two—“If one of you hears me …” and we won’t sit with a table between us. It will be “side by side”—like the beloved disciple, who could lean over and rest his head upon his Master’s bosom. We are in the last pages of the Revelation, and our Lord harks back to the first, at the dawn of creation, when he made man, and in the cool of the evening came down and walked arm in arm with him under the shade of the trees. God made us to be his intimate friend; that is the message woven through the whole of Scripture. All are called to the intimacy of contemplative union with God, not just a chosen few. Not just the paragons of virtue, but even we poor, disgusting, lukewarm, backsliding sinners!

We are called to intimacy, indeed to union! Here, continuing to use very graphic imagery, our Lord tells us: “Those who prove victorious [not a great victory on our part—we have but to open a door—but thus we gratuitously receive as our own the fullness of his great victory] I will allow to share my throne, just as I was victorious myself and took my place with my Father on his throne.” Our Lord is expressing here the fulfillment, in concrete imagery, of his earnest priestly prayer, “May they all be one, Father, as you are in me and I am in you, may they be one in us.” We are summoned not only to intimacy but to take possession of our very oneness with the Son of God in the inner life of the Trinity in the communication of the very Love of Father and Son, the Most Holy Spirit. This is what Centering Prayer is all about.

William of Saint Thierry, a great twelfth-century spiritual father, about whom we will say more later, expresses this most beautifully. And—this I want to point out—he expresses it not in one of his sublime treatises on mystical theology but in a very basic work in which, with the help of pagan doctors and philosophers as well as Fathers of the Church (“I have gathered together here what I have found in the books of philosophers and physicians, and also in ecclesiastical writers”), he tries to set forth quite simply The Nature of the Body and the Soul and the full significance of God’s creative and re-creative work therein. His words, then, are clearly applicable to any human person who has or is a body and soul:


For just as the body lives from the soul, so does the soul live from God…. It lives as one spirit with him. For the Will of the Father and the Son—Holy Spirit, by an inconceivable grace, with unutterable joy, by most secret inspiration, in a most manifest operation, conforms the will of the soul to himself, uniting its love to himself with spiritual omnipotence. He becomes so united with the soul that, as has been said, when the soul prays with aspirations beyond conception, it is rather the Spirit who is said to pray. And this is the prayer of the Son to the Father: “I will [that is, I bring it about by the power of my will which is Holy Spirit] that as I and you are one in substance, so they also may be one in us through grace.” One in love, one in beatitude, one in immortality and incorruption, and even in some way in divinity itself. For “to as many as received him he gave the power to become sons of God.”



What we are called to is indeed far beyond us, and yet in virtue of our baptism it is already ours. We need but appropriate it and enjoy it. And that is the “work” of Centering Prayer.


II.

A GIFT FROM THE DESERT
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WE TEND TO think of our own times as being unique in the history of the human family, and in some ways that is certainly true. And yet there is undeniable truth in the words of the Wise Man: “… there is nothing new under the sun” (Qo. 1:9).

In recent years, we have seen a significant number of young and not so young Westerners turning to the East. Though the tide seems now to have ebbed, there was for a time a steady flow of pilgrims seeking from gurus, swamis, and roshis some sampling of ancient wisdom. Some actually made the long journey to Benares, Sri Lanka, or Thailand. Others were able to import masters or find them already imported, or in some cases even satisfied themselves with what returning disciples were able to share.

This phenomenon of dropping out of one’s own life current, whether it be school or business or religious-community life, and heading toward the East in search of wisdom is not unprecedented. It was very much present in the renewal of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, finding fearsome and dramatic expression in the Crusades but significant peaceful expression in the realms of art, science, and sapiential literature. This was the period when Peter the Venerable translated the Koran, and the writings of many of the Greek Fathers were first made available in Latin, thus directly influencing the evolution of spiritual thinking in Western Europe.

The fourth and fifth centuries also witnessed such a movement. My own patron, Basil—later called “the Great”—and his schoolmate Gregory, the Theologian, threw aside their books, left the prestigious schools of Athens, and went off to find true wisdom among the gerontas (old men) in Syria and Egypt; “old man” is a term of respect used even today among the Greeks to address or speak about a significant spiritual father. St. Jerome might truly be included among these seekers, as well as his friends Paula and Melania, the Elder and the Younger. Among the pilgrims to the East must also be included a brilliant young man from Dalmatia whom the Eastern Christians today call St. John Cassian, the Roman.

John, too, at an early age, laid aside his books and left the lecture halls to go in search of true wisdom. He went first to the Holy Land and lived there for some years in a monastery in Bethlehem (not that of St. Jerome, though he probably met the saint while there). After a time, his insatiable desire pushed him on. With his abbot’s permission and the companionship of one of his brother monks, Herman, he set out to learn still more of the spiritual art and the mystical life from the wise old men hidden in the solitudes and caves of Egypt. It was over seven years before he returned to his monastery, only to seek permission to continue his pursuit. He was never again to return to the Holy Land. In time, he was led from the desert to the capital, ordained a priest, and then sent back to the West, where he established two monasteries near Marseilles—one for women and one for men.

Monasticism was beginning to flourish in fifth-century Gaul, and in response to an expressed need, St. John produced two sets or collections of writings. The first, the Institutes, recounted the practices of the monks of Egypt and adapted them for use in the colder, Western regions. Because of the extensive use of the Institutes by St. Benedict of Nursia and the tradition he drew upon, Cassian’s Institutes have had an immense and all-pervading influence on monastic life in the West. In his second collection, St. John included what he considered the most significant teachings he had received in the course of his long pilgrimage. These he presented in the form of Conferences given by various great Fathers of the Desert.

As Cassian himself tells us, one day he and Herman visited the famous Abba Isaac and sought from him a teaching on prayer. The saintly old man obliged, and this teaching has come down to us as the very beautiful and deep “First Conference of Abba Isaac on Prayer.” That night, John and his companion fairly floated back to their cell, so uplifted were they by the transcendent teaching of this great Father. But when they awoke in the morning, their feet again solidly planted on Mother Earth, Herman turned to his companion with the important question: “Yes, but how do you do it?” And the two young monks ran back across the sands to the cell of the elder to pose this question to him. Abba Isaac’s “Second Conference” is his response to this question. In it we find the first written expression in the West of that tradition of prayer of which Centering Prayer is a contemporary presentation.

The whole of Abba Isaac’s magnificent Conference should certainly be read. But let us here listen to just a few of the words of this wise old man, the ones that most directly relate to our present concern:


I think it will be easy to bring you to the heart of true prayer…. The man who knows what questions to ask is on the verge of understanding; the man who is beginning to understand what he does not know is not far from knowledge.

I must give you a formula for contemplation. If you carefully keep this formula before you, and learn to recollect it at all times, it will help you to mount to contemplation of high truth. Everyone who seeks for continual recollection of God uses this formula for meditation, intent upon driving every other sort of thought from his heart. You cannot keep the formula before you unless you are free from all bodily cares.

The formula was given us by a few of the oldest fathers who remained. They communicated it only to a very few who were athirst for the true way. To maintain an unceasing recollection of God, this formula must be ever before you. The formula is this: “O God, come to my assistance; O Lord, make haste to help me.”

Rightly has this verse been selected from the whole Bible to serve this purpose. It suits every mood and temper of human nature, every temptation, every circumstance. It contains an invocation of God, an humble confession of faith, a reverent watchfulness, a meditation on human frailty, an act of confidence in God’s response, an assurance of his ever-present support. The person who continually invokes God as his protector is aware that God is ever at hand.

I repeat: each one of us, whatever his condition in the spiritual life, needs to use this verse.

Perhaps wandering thoughts surge about my soul like boiling water, and I cannot control them, nor can I offer prayer without its being interrupted by silly images. I feel so dry that I am incapable of spiritual feelings, and many sighs and groans cannot save me from dreariness. I must needs say: “O God, come to my assistance; O Lord, make haste to help me.”

The mind should go on grasping this formula until it can cast away the wealth and multiplicity of other thoughts, and restrict itself to the poverty of this single word. And so it will attain with ease that Gospel beatitude which holds first place among the other beatitudes: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Thus by God’s light the mind mounts to the manifold knowledge of God, and thereafter feeds on mysteries loftier and more sacred…. And thus it attains that purest of pure prayers to which our earlier conference led, so far as the Lord deigns to grant this favor; the prayer which looks for no visual image, uses neither thoughts nor words; the prayer wherein, like a spark leaping up from a fire, the mind is rapt upward, and, destitute of the aid of the senses or of anything visible or material, pours out its prayer to God….



For the better part of ten centuries, the monastic approach to prayer prevailed, beginning with the first attempts at written transmission, by such men as Evagrius Ponticus and John Cassian in the fourth century, until the prevalence of scholastic thinking in the Western Christian community, which in the fourteenth century brought about a divorce between theology and spirituality. For the monk, life was integral. It was all one, and in practice he did not distinguish between reading or study of the Scriptures and prayer, or between meditation and contemplation. There was just one simple movement of response to a God who had spoken, a God who speaks not just in the books of the divinely inspired Scriptures but in the whole of creation and in the depths of one’s own being.

At this point let me inject an important aside. It concerns a semantic difficulty. In our recent Western tradition, when we have spoken of “meditation,” we have been understood to refer to a discursive type of prayer in which we consciously reflected on some facet of life, particularly some point of the Scriptures, and sought by this means to arouse in ourselves affective responses and resolutions to guide our conduct. At the same time, “contemplation” has signified for us that moment when our response to the revealed truth or reality was simply being present to it—having passed beyond thinking to simple presence.

For our brothers and sisters in the Hindu tradition, the terms have almost the exact inverse meaning: contemplation is a discursive exercise, and meditation usually means a nonconceptual approach. Perhaps one of the most significant indications of the failure of the Western Christian churches to bring their life-giving tradition even to their own is the fact that the terminology that prevails today in the West is not that of the Western tradition (except perhaps among religious and priests, and those mostly of earlier training) but, rather, the terminology brought to us in recent years by the wise men coming from the Asiatic countries. So there is a difficulty today when we speak of these matters. That is one of the reasons why I prefer to use the term “Centering Prayer” rather than “meditation” or “contemplation.” “Prayer” emphasizes what is the essential and oftentimes distinctive element: that of an interpersonal response, a relationship flowing out of love, with another Person or Persons. However, I think it might at times
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