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Foreword

Cynthia Bourgeault has absorbed the principles of the Christian contemplative tradition in such a way as to make them inspiring to contemporary seekers of deep prayer and union with God. Her masterful use of words enables each person to feel personally addressed and invited by the divine Spirit into the spiritual journey, and to the practice of Centering Prayer in particular.

Her focus in this book is the contribution she perceives that Centering Prayer can make to the renewal and appropriate adaptation of the Christian contemplative heritage to the circumstances of our time. She applies her singular grasp of the Centering Prayer practice to the needs both of beginners and of those who are advancing in faith and love toward the experience of divine union to which the Gospel of Jesus Christ and the integral practice of the Christian religion relentlessly invite us.

There are a significant number of excellent distinctions and clarifications in this book. These will help those in the spiritual network hosted by Contemplative Outreach to strengthen their commitment to the practice of Centering Prayer and to deepen their understanding of its theological and spiritual roots.

Here are a few of those major points:

The distinction between cataphatic and apophatic contemplation (Chapter 5), and particularly the description of the difficulties that may ensue when one attempts to practice apophatic prayer with a cataphatic mindset.

Lectio divina (Chapter 6) as a necessary companion, along with appropriate communal prayer and rituals, to the inner solitude and silence cultivated in Centering Prayer.

The kenotic character of Centering Prayer (Chapter 8) that participates in the primordial movement of love within the Trinity, expressed through the emptying of the Father into the Son and the emptying of the Son into all creation through the incarnation.

Attention of the heart (Chapters 9 and 11), where the author distinguishes between the basic receptivity of Centering Prayer and the concentrative character of mindfulness practices in other spiritual traditions, both Eastern and Western. The clarity of mind that the latter normally seek is an excellent preparation for contemplative prayer (or meditation in the terms of the Eastern religions). Centering Prayer, inspired by the tradition of the Desert Fathers and Mothers, emphasizes purity of heart, which is a disposition of humility and pure love leading to total self-surrender. Indeed, to distinguish Centering Prayer from practices of concentrative attention, we might call it “heartfulness” practice. I especially appreciated the introduction of an element of Eastern Orthodox spirituality that throws powerful light on the issue.

The inner observer (Chapter 12) as a bridge from interior silence to the blooming of the True Self in which the unity and diversity of God and each person of the Trinity can be lived and manifested in daily life and in all circumstances.

The Welcoming Prayer (Chapter 13) as a practical way of self-surrender in daily life and in the present moment and which complements the passive letting go of all perceptions in Centering Prayer, leading to interior silence and to the prayer in secret so highly recommended by Jesus himself (Matthew 6:6).

Cynthia’s outstanding treatment of the subtleties of Centering Prayer invites the reflection of qualified practitioners and meditators. These are areas that need to be illumined by the experience and insight of long-term practitioners as Contemplative Outreach reaches its twentieth birthday and knocks on the doors of seminaries and postgraduate institutions of all kinds.

The work that I have done has been addressed primarily to beginners seeking a serious Christian practice which is not only oriented to the grace of divine union but can also provide inspiration and support for the demanding ministries of service that are multiplying in our time. Centering Prayer is aimed at healing the violence in ourselves and purifying the unconscious of its hidden and flawed motivation that reduces and can even cancel out the effectiveness of the external works of mercy, justice, and peace.

My special and heartfelt thanks to Cynthia for her monumental contribution to the better understanding of the Centering Prayer practice and its immediate conceptual background, thus making it more accessible to the ever-growing number of seekers of our time.

Thomas Keating
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Introduction

“Why do we need yet another book on Centering Prayer?” a friend of mine asked when I told her the topic of my new manuscript.

“Oh, I see why,” she said when she had finished reading it. I hope that will be your response as well.

It’s true that Centering Prayer is a highly visible topic these days. Its principal architect and spokesperson, Father Thomas Keating, has graced the front cover of Common Boundary and a number of other spiritual magazines, and his public appearances draw packed audiences. Contemplative Outreach, the organization he founded in 1984, has a mailing list of some 100,000 people worldwide. Within and beyond this network, publishers are kept busy packaging and repackaging his books, videos, and audio tapes along with those of an emerging crop of protégées.

But although there is tremendous enthusiasm within the movement itself, and in its spillover into New Age and wellness movements, what has long concerned me is the lack of real ownership for this practice within the classic institutions of Christian nurture: churches, seminaries and schools of theology, and mainstream theological scholarship and publication. Much of the excitement is really “preaching to the choir.” There is still relatively little formation in this practice among church leaders, and little critical feedback. While much admired, Thomas Keating is rarely challenged openly or drawn into dialogue on the more subtle points of his innovative teaching. There is still little real understanding of how Centering Prayer is related to the classic tradition of Christian contemplation, and virtually no appreciation of the distinct nuances of its methods or of its revolutionary (and still largely untapped) potential to transform Christian life.

Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening is intended as a complete guidebook for all who wish to know the practice better. I hope this book will encourage and extend the dialogue of which I have just spoken. But more important, I hope it will get you up and running in the practice itself; or, if you are already practicing, that it will widen your understanding of the prayer’s theological and spiritual context and provide additional food for your own journey.

I have been a practitioner of Centering Prayer since 1988, and I can gratefully say that it has changed my life and the way I understand Christianity. When I first encountered the practice I had been an Episcopal priest for nearly a decade, a great lover of the Christian mystical and inner traditions, and a veteran retreat-goer. But I had never had any luck establishing a meditation practice. I hated to admit it, but the process of trying to nail down and tether my mind, to focus it on a mantra—even the Jesus Prayer—brought howls of inner resistance. I had pretty much given up when I encountered Centering Prayer, and through its uniquely forgiving starting point found my way into meditation at last. The practice took, and I have been with it ever since.

I received the training and commissioning as
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