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Centering Prayer “Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10) 

Centering prayer is the discipline of sitting for a period of exterior and interior stillness for 20-30 minutes each day. 

 

Its intention is a prayerful willingness to interrupt our interior dialogue of thoughts, feelings, and semi-conscious 

agendas. We learn to empty ourselves, (‘still’ ourselves) by not paying attention to the content of our thought; in 

order to be content to wait upon the gift of awareness of the presence of God beyond thought, feeling, imagination. 

The daily practice and discipline of interrupting our agendas helps build up our spiritual muscles to let go of the 

obstacles we put up to God working in, through and with us; to God transforming us and our relationships.  

The fruits of Centering prayer show themselves in our daily lives, rather than in the time of the prayer itself. 

 

Centering Prayer has been given contemporary prominence and expression by Thomas Keating who founded 

Contemplative Outreach in 1984. Its ancient roots go back to monastic traditions and the belief that we can 

experience awareness God’s presence, active in the core of our being. This bears fruit in how we are in the world. 

 

Centering Prayer and Inner Awakening by Cynthia Bourgeault (Cowley Publications 2004) 

is an excellent and accessible introduction to the roots, theology, and practical outworking of the prayer  

 

 

 

The Method: 

1. Consciously ‘turn aside’ to sit and wait on God. Time yourself and stick to it.  

 Often it is a hard slog to do this prayer every day. But you can’t run a marathon without building up 

your running muscles. The temptation to take shortcuts or make excuses to yourself is great. 

 This prayer is only one movement of prayer. You still need other movements such as chewing over 

Scripture; talking things over with God; confession; intercession; journaling, praying with others... 

 This form of prayer helps you become aware in ‘out of prayer’ daily activity, of the Rolls Royce 

engine you participate in rather than the Mini engine which you feel runs you, and struggles on hills! 

 One nun introduced to the prayer by Thomas Keating complained that she had had 400 thoughts, 

and he smiled and said, ‘wonderful – 400 times of practice of turning back to God’. 

 Quietening the top of your mind, to find the sacred groundedness underneath, allows God in God’s 

time and God’s way to heal hurts, distortions; free up limitations hidden deep within us, while we so 

to speak ‘shut up’. Doing it God’s way, not ours. 

 Committing with others to do the practice, helps you keep the discipline.  

 

 

The Method – Summary 

 

1. Consciously ‘turn aside’ to sit and wait on God. Time yourself and stick to it. (20 – 30 minutes) 

2. Bring your awareness to the present moment. Body awareness practice. (1 – 5 minutes) 

3. Find a sacred word to act as a windscreen wiper across the screen of your mind:  to bat away any 

thought, emotion, sensation, insight, plan that may appear. 

This is a practice of kenosis: self-emptying of the little false ‘you’; to know the true, spacious ‘you’ 

sustained, held in being and participating in the fullness of God. 

4. Thank God for your time together. 

 

You may then choose to go to a new movement in prayer, such as intercession, listening to God addressing you 

in Scripture, in the events of your life etc. Or engage in these other forms of prayer at a different time. 

Some people begin with chewing over Scripture and then turn very naturally to this contemplative Centering 

prayer, ‘resting’ in God’s presence. (But in the ‘rest’ keep the same discipline.) 
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2. Bring your awareness to the present moment. (Be embodied) 

 We can only experience God in ‘the present moment’.  

Spend a few moments becoming aware of your body. (This is a shortcut way to bring your 

awareness into the present moment. Your body lives in the present moment.) 

 Choose one or a combination of the following, or your own formula… 

Consciously notice the feel and pattern of your breathing;  

Go around your body and notice how it is feeling today: its sensations, aches, the sense of the air 

touching you, the chair holding you up.  

Become aware of the sensations of your environment, birds, noises, quietness…… 

 Our minds at rest, unoccupied, tend to time travel back to the past or forward to the future.  

 

3. Focus your ‘intention’ to attend to God. “Be still and know that I am God”. 

 Find a word that for you is sacred, that speaks to you of God, a word that will become for your 20-

minute practice an anchor point; a still point in the swirl of ideas, emotions, jumble in your mind. 

I often use the word ‘You’, but it could be peace, trust, light, Saviour, Lord, love….. 

 Every time a thought, feeling or insight comes into your mind, let it go, by slowly repeating your 

word, maybe in time to your breathing. Don’t let the thought hook you. Whenever it hooks you 

(which it will) and you notice yourself planning the Tesco shop, feeling angry about a comment 

made, feeling inadequate -  bring yourself gently back with your word.  

The word is like a windscreen wiper, clearing the screen, not a mantra. (To chew on.) 

When or if your thoughts eventually quieten down, you may not need to use your word…… 

but then when a thought or sensation returns, or especially an insight …. gently go back to it.  

 You are aiming at an open diffused awareness, not a focused attention. 

If you imagine your mind as like a fish bowl…. Your thoughts are like fish swimming around in water. 

Your aim is to be aware of the water, rather than the fish. 

If you come to this practice, angry, anxious etc.… there may be lots of thoughts, feelings swimming 

furiously around the small space of your mind. 

As you let go of the ‘angry’, ‘anxious’ fish, they become fewer and may even disappear, and the 

water in the bowl may seem to infinitely expand. 

Awareness of God is more like awareness of a vast ocean, than the water of a small ‘fish bowl’. 

It’s putting in the wide angle lens into your camera, not the tele-photo lens. 

 

4. Final Prayer: Thank God for God’s presence, even if you haven’t been aware of it.  

Take your strengthened spiritual muscles into the rest of your day.      
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The practice of kenosis (self-emptying) 

God is beyond thoughts and feelings, which are here now, gone tomorrow.  

But our thoughts and feelings can hold us in their sway and block us from awareness of God’s presence. 

Letting these go is like an aerobic prayer workout.  

For 20 minutes, you practise second by second ‘letting go’ of all your thoughts, emotions, insights, 

agendas, ‘stuff’… you ‘empty’ yourself, to wait upon God, without agenda, and even when God seems 

present, keep ‘letting go’ ‘into God.  

Sometimes it may seem like a ‘fullness’, a quiet joy, peace; Other times an off loading of anger; sadness.  

Many times, it will just feel like hard work, because this is a practice of being ‘open’ ‘empty’ and 

‘receptive’. We prefer to be ‘full’, feel in control: have insights; nurse the justification for our anger; plan 

the efficiency of our day to impress; hold onto our feelings of emptiness, inadequacy… 

But you will notice the fruits in your ordinary everyday living, in your relationships.  

You are being transformed by God and able to notice the daily joy of living a little more in a Godly 

perspective, a little more conscious of God’s presence and loving activity all around you. 


