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A Sampling of Reviews for

CENTERED LIVING


“Since the publication of Centering Prayer, the meditative technique it described has gained wide popularity. Here Pennington shares testimonies of practitioners, updates guidelines (slightly modified over their first formulation), offers theological reflection in the context of Merton, and closes with thoughts on teaching others. Aimed at a broader readership than Centering Prayer, this title is clearly designed to tap into the burgeoning interest in this form of Christian meditation.”

—Library Journal




“In his newest book, the author reminds us that centering prayer is not the only or necessarily the best way to pray. It is, for him, a gift; and he speaks more comfortably of ‘renewal of prayer’ than of the conventional ‘saying prayers.’ Prayer is experience rather than language; prayer connects us with the larger mysteries of life and the universe … Newcomers will find here clear, unveiled language; old-timers in need of a refresher course will indeed be refreshed.”

—The Living Church




“This book is for both the experienced pray-er and the beginner. In addition to practical suggestions, the book also situates ‘centering’ within Catholic theology. The language of the book is easy, not technical. This might be a good aid for Advent to help catechists slow down and focus on the Incarnation.”

—Religious Teachers Journal
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Foreword

The Foreword is the place for the author to say quite frankly why he wrote his book and what he hopes it will accomplish.

The why of this book is you. I have written this book because I love you. Just who you are I will say a bit more about in Chapter One. You are someone who has taken up Centering Prayer and made it a part of your life, of your journey into fuller life.

This book is also for you who have not yet learned or practiced Centering Prayer but feel a need for a deep prayer, a deeper, more experiential union with God. All the essential information about Centering Prayer will be found in this book.

If you are practicing another form of contemplative prayer this book may well enliven your prayer by contrast and complement. The applications to life will be fully relevant. For this reason, while the book as a whole will be especially helpful to anyone in ministry serving those who practice Centering Prayer, it will also be useful in a broader ministry.

There are three things I would like to do in this book. First of all, I would like to encourage you in your practice, perhaps answering questions that have come to mind, but more to strengthen your conviction of the value of the Prayer and your commitment to it. Then, I would like to offer you an opportunity to deepen your understanding of the Prayer. The second part of the book offers some theological reflections on the Prayer and its meaning in our lives—a kind of spiritual theology. The third part of the book is perhaps the most concrete in its practical proposals. It hopes to encourage and facilitate your sharing this Prayer with others. I find opportunities to share the Prayer almost every day. The hunger and thirst is everywhere. The cry is for teachers, even for spiritual mothers and fathers. May we be blessed with the courage to reach out and let the Lord make us fruitful.

I have written elsewhere about the three kinds of sacred reading that we need in our lives: sacred study to give understanding to the intellect, motivational reading to strengthen the will in its practice, and lectio divina to lead us into the experience of God. I hope this book will prove to be lectio for you—that it will open the space for you to experience God, who is with us as you listen to these words. The second part especially takes on the nature of sacred study, inviting you to a deeper understanding of your experience, of yourself and what happened to you at Baptism, and of our God of immense love. Much in the book is meant to be motivational.

Some repetition will be found in this book, both within the text itself and in regard to my previous writings. I make no apology for this. The new context of both the teaching and the reader will make it a new experience. In Cistercian monasteries we call the talks the novice master gives to the novices three or four times a week “Repetitions.” We need to hear basic things again and again, in different ways, from different angles. Repetition is the mother of wisdom.

Dionysios the Areopagite (actually this is the pseudonym of a fifth-century Syrian monk) speaks of three kinds of contemplation. There is the direct, which penetrates immediately into the depths of Reality. There is oblique contemplation, which reaches the Divine through the contemplation of the creation within which he hides and through which he can reveal himself. And finally, there is circular contemplation. We, as it were, circle around the object and see it from many different angles, gradually being drawn into the fullness of its Reality. This book invites that kind of consideration. It seeks to circle around the subject, considering it from many angles, to lead the reader into a fuller appreciation of its inner Reality.

In reading this volume some may find the interweaving of the very practical with the deeply theological a bit uncomfortable. Our rational mind wants to distinguish these things, sort them out, and organize data accordingly. But if we insist on always doing this in our minds, such compartmentalization may well carry over into our lives. This we do not want. We want to experience the fullness of theological Reality very practically in our everyday lives; we want it to flow through all we think and say and do. There needs to be a complete and constant interweaving of the two. This book, as a conversation close to life, allows this to happen.

If you have been practicing the Prayer regularly, you perhaps have no need of further motivation. The Prayer is, in many ways, its own reward. Yet, on this life’s journey, we are all buffeted by many cares and concerns. Days get very full. Prayer can so easily get squeezed out. Undoubtedly, some of the asceticism connected with the Prayer lies in making time for it at the sacrifice of other good things. On the other hand, it sometimes happens that when we most have leisure for it—during vacation or during sickness—this unstructured time, which is a departure from our normal routine, lets regular practice slip away and we have a hard time recapturing it. We need to be motivated to keep coming back, even when God seems remarkable by his absence.

I would never want it to be taken that I think Centering Prayer is the only or even necessarily the best way for each person to enter into the contemplative dimension of his or her life. I have seen beautiful persons become real contemplatives through the Rosary and through other traditional practices and methods. I share Centering Prayer because it is very much a part of our tradition and it is the gift the Lord has given me. I believe that in its simplicity (I have tried in Chapter Four to simplify—and clarify—the method even more), it readily adapts itself to wherever one is on the journey. It can open the space for God to lead us all the way into the fullness of the life he offers us. It is a method that comes from our earliest Christian heritage. It has served Christians in all the intervening centuries. It is serving today in all parts of the Christian Community—geographically, sociologically, and hierarchically. It is truly a gift that belongs to all the People of God, for each one to use according to the particular leading of the Spirit, today, tomorrow, and unto the end.

I hope that you will hold me in your heart as you go to the Center, lest preaching to others I myself fall away. I promise you, my reader, my sister—my brother in the Lord, a place in my heart.

Feast of the Transfiguration, 1985



FREE TO BE FAITHFUL

One day I had the privilege of participating in a sharing among a number of spiritual masters. Among them was the great Yogi, Swami Satchidanandaji. There was also an American professor who had become a very well-known and popular speaker on the spiritual journey. He had courageously stepped out of his secure university role in search of true wisdom and had spent time in India under a swami. He continued on his search and moved with each succeeding enthusiasm, leaving, insofar as he was able, no possibility untried. As our dialogue progressed and became more frank, open and personal, Swamiji turned to this teacher and said: “You are like a man who wants to dig a well. He digs three feet here, and three feet there, and three feet in another place, and so on. He never comes to the living water. You must stay in one place and dig deep. You must be faithful to one practice if you want to reach the living waters.”

There are so many wonderful and rich methods of prayer in our fruitful twenty-century-old tradition. And we can draw on the wisdom of other traditions, also. What are we to do?

I believe those in ministry or preparing for ministry should seek some experiential knowledge of many different ways. They should know how to pray and from their experience know how to teach others how to pray in at least some of our traditional ways: the Rosary, the Stations of the Cross, the breviary and other forms of liturgical prayer, the Jesus Prayer, Centering Prayer, Ignatian prayer, the Salesian method, and so on. They should also know experientially some of the possible contributive elements of other traditions, such as Yoga, Zen and insight meditation. But as life goes on, each of us needs to find the way that works for us and to practice it faithfully.

For most of us, community prayer will always be an important part of our lives. But we also need to go into our room and close the door and pray to our Father in secret. For this, each needs to find a practice that supports an increasing openness to God and an even greater “yes” to his love.

If you have been introduced to Centering Prayer, that is not something that happened by chance. It was the Lord in his love who opened the way for you to receive this gift. True enough, it might not be the prayer for you at this time in your journey. Whenever I have conducted a Centering Prayer program, I have sought to remind the participants that their presence, a reality of God’s grace working in their lives, is an invitation from him to enter into deep relation with him. I always urge that they practice the Prayer faithfully for thirty days and then reflect on their experience with the person who is accompanying them on the spiritual journey. If their previous way of praying was serving them better, then by all means they should return to it. If Centering Prayer was serving them better, then they should seek to be exquisitely faithful to it. Nothing is lost by such experience, even if the decision is that Centering Prayer is not right for them now. Through their own experience they would come to understand something of the Prayer. They would be able to relate better with those who are practicing it. And they would be prepared for the day in the future when Centering Prayer would perhaps meet their evolving needs. Always the important thing is that we do spend time regularly with the Lord in deep, personal prayer, no matter what method or practice we use to support ourselves in doing this.

If you are one who has decided that Centering Prayer is the method for you, then I want to encourage you to practice it faithfully. I would like you to know that you are one of many, that your way of entering into the Prayer and your struggles with it are not uncommon. I hope that some clarifications, perhaps answering some of your own personal questions, will make your practice easier. While nagging questions can undermine our dedication, clarity can focus and strengthen it. If significant questions do remain for you, do get in touch with a Centering Prayer group, or attend a Centering Prayer workshop or retreat, or call or write a teacher. The prayer dimension of your life is extremely important and deserves some of your prime time, attention and expense. Be good to yourself. Give priority where priority belongs. Dig your well steadily and deep so that you may rejoice in a life that is constantly nurtured by living water.




“We Are Legion”

I think it is good sometimes, when we sit down to begin our Centering Prayer, to take a moment to reflect that we are not alone. We are part of an immensely large community of brothers and sisters. Even as we sit apparently alone there are others, perhaps some quite near, others quite far away, who at the same moment are sitting with us before the Lord, or better, within the Lord. Grace and love flow from us, encircling the globe. The human family is embraced in a love that is of God. When we Center we are never alone. “We are Legion.” We are with many—many with whom we can rightly feel privileged to be, all one with our God of love in his healing and wholing of this earth of ours.

“We are Legion.” The text is right, but the context is off—for we are, by the mercy of God, on the side of the angels. We are, indeed, many, from all walks of life, rich and poor, young and old, lay and cleric, black and white and yellow, men, women and children from dozens of nations, sons and daughters of both Covenants, and friends from afar.

Let me tell you about some of our “legion.”

Centering Prayer has found its home and its fruit among the hierarchy; and it flourishes even more in the lives of the “lowerarchy.” One of my favorite “success stories” is that of Dan, a blue-collar worker, who always affirms he knows no theology. (I immediately think of those words of Evagrius Ponticus: The man who prays is a theologian. The theologian is the man who prays.) Dan attended a Centering Prayer Retreat here at the Abbey. We always encourage everyone who learns Centering Prayer to begin immediately to share it with others. Dan went home and asked his pastor if he could share it in his parish. Soon he was sharing it in neighboring parishes. Then he teamed up with sisters teaching in different retreat centers. He learned a bit about the “asanas”—yoga exercises—and took Centering Prayer to the YMCA as “Christian Yoga.” And then to some high schools. He taught Centering Prayer at a soup kitchen on Skid Row and at the chancery of the archdiocese. The archbishop invited him to share it with the deacon class. The chief of police asked him to teach it to the rookies on the force before they hit the pavement to meet the tensions of a big city. In his teaching ministry (which he has had to fit into his spare time, since Dan is still a full-time factory worker) this young grandfather has elicited the support of his large family. As a married man, Dan knows his first call is to be a good husband and father. If the family can’t see the fruits of Centering Prayer in his life, then he is missing the boat.

Centering Prayer is finding its place in the home and in the school. It is also finding a place in business. Some men find their office a good place to pray. Arriving a half hour early they sit at their desk and quietly Center before they start the day’s work. Some have found a short period after lunch before tackling the afternoon to be far more helpful than the nap they used to take. (Take—that might be the key word. We stop taking and begin to receive. We will talk more about this later.)

One president invites all his employees to join him in Centering Prayer at the beginning of each business day. He argues with other executives: if Japanese offices, factories and shops have their meditation rooms and encourage the employees’ practice, and Japan is pulling ahead, maybe we ought to take a cue from them. With his employees, he needs no argument. They all experience the benefits in a wonderful working environment and a dedicated, challenging and compassionate boss.

Many married couples have shared with me the difference Centering Prayer made in the quality of their married and family life. They found a new depth and freedom in their being to each other in love and in the expressions of their love.

Gloria and Frank are an example of this. A middle-aged couple, they both have demanding professional responsibilities: Frank, as a therapist; Gloria, administering a large home health-care service. Their life, together and apart, is full and rich. At the center of it all for them, both as a couple and as productive individuals, is the time they Center together in the little meditation room they have created in their home. They happily share their “secret” with all who will listen.

Gregory is another beautiful husband, blessed with a most wonderful wife and five young children. Jayne and Greg know the importance of finding time alone together, and will go out to the fields and woods to watch the deer and see God. Greg is also enjoying an awakening relationship with his twelve-year-old son, Joshua, as well as contemplative moments with his younger ones. Greg writes:


Contrary to popular opinion, contemplation is as appropriate in the home as in the monastery—in the living room as in the hermitage. The sacrament of marriage is an invitation to union—with spouse and with God. And contemplation is an adventure encountered by those caught up in love—a love which transcends both monastic rule and family routine. In both marriage and contemplation, beginners struggle in the absence of emotional highs. Overcoming this point of crisis in marriage or contemplation calls for complete fidelity—fidelity which leads to the heart of union and unconditional love. As the marital and contemplative relationship matures, devotion and fidelity become rooted in an unconditional love which transcends immediate gratifications and serves as a wellspring of intimacy and growth. Jayne and I realize that this intimacy and growth in our marriage are a source of support and encouragement toward our contemplative union. Contemplation has also provided a unique quality in our relationships with the children.… Younger children, too, can often be an inspiration in contemplation. They provide us, at times, with that extra incentive to seek the peacefulness of solitude. At other times, they offer us the example of loving simplicity—“for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.” Despite what seems to be a tendency of young children to chatter endlessly, they, too, have a need to appreciate the peacefulness of solitude. A few minutes of shared silence around a lighted candle can often be more meaningful, even to younger children, then several hours in front of the TV.… Finding time and space for solitude amidst the busy routines of family life presents a unique challenge. Despite this difficulty, Jayne and I have made detachment—detachment from cares—a priority.



When I think of Greg, I immediately also think of Jeff and his beautiful family. Together they create a home for some eighteen battered women and unwed mothers who have no other place to go but the streets. Jeff’s oldest son, Matthew, is the same age as Joshua. Recently father and son spent a week together in a Trappist monastery. Centering Prayer is already a part of Matthew’s life. In his last letter, Jeff wrote he was beginning to Center with his two daughters, aged five and seven. Baby Rachel rests quietly in his arms while he rests in the Lord.

On the ecclesiastical side, there is the leader of the American hierarchy. I believe Cardinal Bernardin’s witness is exceptionally beautiful and powerful. Let me quote what he has written:


About seven years ago [this was written in 1983], I came to understand that the pace of my life and the direction of my activity were unfocused, uncentered in a significant way. This created a certain unrest. I came to realize that I needed to make some changes in my life, and chief among these was a renewal of personal prayer. Mention of prayer may evoke an image of “saying” prayers, of reciting formulas. I mean something quite different. When we speak of the renewal of prayer in our lives, we are speaking of reconnecting ourselves with the larger mystery of life and of our common existence. This implies becoming disciplined in the use of our time, in the use of Centering Prayer, and in the development of a contemplative stance toward life. When this happens, we begin to experience healing, integration, wholeness, peacefulness. We begin to hear more clearly the echoes of the Word in our own lives, in our own hearts. And as that Word takes root in the depths of our being, it begins to grow and to transform the way we live. It affects our relationships with people around us and above all our relationship with the Lord. From this rootedness flow our energies, our ministry, our ways of loving. From this core we can proclaim the Lord Jesus and his Gospel not only with faith and conviction but also with love and compassion.



I think the Cardinal sums up well the process, the practice and the fruits of Centering Prayer. All the Church would indeed rejoice to see such fruit in the lives of all our hierarchs!

When we first began consciously to share our contemplative prayer in our retreat house, our guests were largely priests and religious. Soon the Conference of Major Superiors of Men asked us to work with their membership, and the superiors of religious women joined in. The superiors, in their turn, brought the Prayer to their membership, and the members brought it into their ministry. In some instances new ministries and new centers were inaugurated.

Priests and sisters wrote back to us from the campuses. Students were looking for something besides the liturgy. The move east had peaked, as had also, in many instances, the charismatic movement. Serious students were looking for something quieter, deeper, to sustain them. Franck might be an example. A very gifted young man, he did exceptionally well in all he undertook. He would graduate with a 4.0 average, straight A’s. He knew he could be distracted by the pursuit of excellence, good grades, interesting projects, a promising job and lots of money. But in the end he would work through it all and be profoundly bored. He needed something more. He needed the challenge of a relationship with the Divine. Only God, with all his surprises, would be big enough for him. And for all of us, if we listen to our hearts. “Our hearts are made for you, O Lord, and they will not rest until they rest in you” (St. Augustine).

Brothers write from high schools, where teenagers struggle with the chaos of adolescence and find respite in the silence. Free from the structures they need to rebel against and the embarrassment of religiosity, they can be with God on their own terms.

One father shared this experience with me. As a Christmas gift—at least that was the occasion when it came about—he shared Centering Prayer with his teenage children. His older girls were excited about it and borrowed his tapes and books to teach their friends back at college. But Vin played it cool. As far as his dad could tell, no impression was made on his teenage son. Then, about six months later, Dad had occasion to go into Vin’s room in search of something. He thought his son was away and barged in to find Vin sitting in meditation. When he questioned him about it later, Vin admitted he had been Centering regularly ever since his father shared the gift with him, but he didn’t want anyone to think he was “religious.”

The rector of my high school alma mater writes: “Each year the Juniors are introduced to Centering Prayer and clamor for more!”

The sisters tell me children are naturally contemplative. With a little encouragement and support they will prize and preserve that dimension of their lives. I have heard of one school where the whole student body sits together in meditation for twenty minutes at the end of the lunch break. The little ones seem to get easily caught up in the overall climate of prayer. The sisters say it is a good investment of school time because of the remarkable improvement in discipline, conduct, and even grades.

One sixth-grade teacher begins each day with twenty minutes of Centering Prayer. If it is omitted because of an assembly or Mass, the students pester her until she makes time for it. On Monday, the students check each other out: “Did you meditate on Saturday and Sunday?”

How young are our youngest meditators? A mother shared this with me: While she gets breakfast ready, her husband and the five children who will be going off to school sit and meditate together. Once they are all out the door, her three-year-old runs to his meditation chair. The two of them sit in prayer together for twenty minutes and then they play together for a bit. Talking to her little one, the mother is certain he is having beautiful experiences of his heavenly Father’s love.

Centering Prayer has also touched the crowned heads of nations. The king and queen of a European country were taught by a married deacon from the United States. This prosperous businessman’s heart was turned to the poor after he began Centering (I’ll tell you more about him later), and in God’s wonderful, paradoxical way, he soon found himself consorting with the very rich.

There is a flourishing Centering Prayer group among the retinue of one of the Third World dictators. Unfortunately the dictator himself has not yet joined the group, but when he does—we can pray for that—I am sure we will see great changes in that sorely tried nation.

It would not be possible to list all the vocations and professions to be found among those who have made Centering Prayer their way of grounding their lives. Just a random look through the many letters in my files turns up an Episcopal priest, a doctoral candidate, a spiritual director, a retired sister, a probation officer, a psychiatric nurse, an abbot, a teacher, a Jewish rabbi, a sister in parish ministry, an employment counselor, a book reviewer, a woman in hospice work, a Roman Catholic archbishop, a Trappist monk, a wife and mother, a hospital chaplain, a model, a housewife who signs herself a “good Protestant,” a retired commercial airplane salesman, a mother who is a lay apostle, a CCD teacher, a parish organist from Ireland, a missionary, a director of a retreat center, a student nurse, a provincial superior, a research fellow at Yale, a Benedictine abbot from Brazil, a medical doctor, a swami from India, a college chaplain, a Benedictine oblate, an Anglican bishop, a single mother managing a business employing one hundred, a school teacher in Pakistan, a semiretired principal (who “can see an entirely new ministry in answering the plea of so many, an echo of the apostles’ ‘Teach me how to pray’ ”), a cook from Ireland, a prison chaplain, a Maryknoller, a theology student in Rome, a Marist missionary sister, the Father General of a religious order, a rector of a seminary, a married couple, a sister in India, “a part-time moonlighting writer,” an elementary school teacher in Edinburgh, a receptionist at Catholic Worker, a secretary, a man who has “a blue-collar job and spend[s] much more time writing,” an Anglican nun in England, the prior of a Charterhouse, a Franciscan novice and a Redemptorist novice, a deacon, a public school administrator, a laboratory technician (who left her job—connected with making the guidance system for the Trident and MX—after four months of Centering Prayer), a professor of psychology, and a housekeeper for a parish priest in New Zealand.

I am touched by the openness of the many who write, their eagerness to share something of their journey. Centering Prayer has entered lives at very different points on that journey: “My 42 years as a nun” … “49 years of teaching, nearly four years in retirement” … “I am 34” … “I am retiring in a few years” … “Being a brother of 54, and having finished teaching after 34 years in class” … “I am a theology student” … “I am a North American Daughter of Charity, 63 years old, about 45 years vocation” … “I am a retired teacher, 78 years old, and act as receptionist and secretary” … “I am a Dutch Oblate missionary here in Haiti, 55 years old” … “I feel perpetually youthful (I’m 44) and don’t fear aging” … “I am a novice” … “I am 81 years old” … “I am 47 years of age, have been a priest for twenty-one years” … “I am a forty-one-year-old woman” … “As a priest who looks forward to celebrating my thirtieth anniversary of ordination at Michaelmas” … “I go off to college in the Fall.” …

There is hardly a day when I do not hear from someone who has a story to tell about what Centering Prayer is doing in his or her life, or someone looking for what Centering can provide. Today, it was an exceptionally gifted and sensitive young man from a Catholic Worker farm; he shared how important was the silent time to meet the challenges of community life and open hospitality. Yesterday, Dan called to ask our prayerful support; this weekend he will be responding to a request from a group of divorced and separated Catholics who want to learn Centering Prayer. Last week my nephew drove me to the airport; we talked about the tensions he was experiencing, breaking into the business world, working for a master’s degree in business administration and coming to terms with family and social relations. He very much wants to find that Center from which he can draw the peace, confidence and strength he needs.

And what of the sick? Mom—as I always called my friend’s mother—had terminal cancer. As she lay in bed she gently complained she






OEBPS/images/Penn_9780307768834_epub_tp_r1.jpg
CENTERED
LIVING

The Way of Centering Prayer

M. Basil Pennington,
0.CS.0.

COMPLETE AND UNABRIDGED

b

AN IMAGE BOOK

Doubleday

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY AUCKLAND






OEBPS/images/Penn_9780307768834_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
CENTERED
LIVING

The Way of Centering Prayer

M. Basil Pennington,
0.CS.0.

g

Doubleday








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





