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Session 4 
Contemplation and Centring Prayer 

For those of you that have used the previous sessions you will be aware 
that we have experienced Lectio Divina and Ignatian contemplation. 
This form of contemplation is very different. It is a form of prayer that 
avoids words. 
 
In our first session on what prayer is we used this quote by Thomas  
Keating: 

Prayer is the opening of mind and heart - our whole 
being - to God, the Ultimate Mystery, beyond 
thoughts, words, and emotions. Through grace we 
open our awareness to God whom we know by faith 
is within us, closer than breathing, closer than 
thinking, closer than choosing - closer than 
consciousness itself. 

 
Open Mind, Open Heart, 20th Anniversary Edition (Bloomsbury: 2006), p.175. 

We at times may have recognised that sometimes in prayer we have 
been aware of our heart space, our mind space or our body space. 
 
Take a moment of quiet to think about: 
 
• When are you aware of your heart space, mind space or body space? 
• Why do you think that these different spaces of your awareness are 

important? 
 
In Centring Prayer, it is thought that whenever your heart space, your 
mind space, and your body space are all present and accounted for at 
the same time, you can experience pure presence, a moment of deep 
inner connection with the pure, gratuitous being of anything and 
everything. It will often be experienced as a quiet leap of joy in the 
heart. 
Centring Prayer is an exercise in openness, in keeping all three spaces 
open long enough for you to notice other hidden material. When you 
can do that, you are content with the present moment and can then 
wait upon futures you know will be given. 



Thomas Merton describes Centring Prayer as the response to a call: 

Centring Prayer is based on the wisdom saying of Jesus in the Sermon 
on the Mount. 

A call from Him who has no voice, and yet who speaks 
in everything that is, and who, most of all, speaks in 
the depths of our own being: for we ourselves are 
words of his. But we are words that are meant to 
respond to him, to answer to him, to echo him, and 
even in some way to contain him and signify him. 
Contemplation is this echo. It is a deep resonance in 
the inmost centre of our spirit in which our very life 
loses its separate voice and re-sounds with the 
majesty and mercy of the Hidden and Living One. 
 

Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation (New Directions: 1961). 

If you want to pray, enter your inner room, close the door and pray to 
your Father in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will reward 
you. 

Matthew 6:6 NIV 

 
The practice of Centring Prayer is one in which we consent to God’s 
presence within and calls for a commitment to the contemplative 
journey through daily practice. It means opening ourselves up to a 
conversion of our will and total transformation. 

Those who practice centring, 
contemplative prayer believe that 
contemplation is a gift that has 
already been given. We have all got it, 
what we do in this is to allow it to 
awaken within us. 



The process of Centring Prayer. 

Breathing technique 

This is symbolized by the heart in most traditions, that is, your 
innermost self beyond the senses and beyond thinking. This can be 
done by closing your eyes and breathing slowly, recognising God’s 
presence in every breath. 

As we begin we are going to try a breathing technique that may help 
you to still yourself. This practice is often referred to as ‘breathing 4, 7, 
8’. 
 
• Breathe in to the count of 4. 
• Hold your breath for a count of 7. 
• And breathe out for a count of 8. 
 
If this is done three or four times it is an excellent tool to bring about 
stillness. 
 
Before reading any further take a moment of quiet and breathe. 
 
As a framework for this prayer we once more reflect on the passage 
from Matthew. 

“If you want to pray, enter your inner room, 
close the door and pray to your Father in 
secret, and your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you.” 

The first step is to enter your inner room 

At this stage it symbolizes your intention of letting go of all thoughts, 
preoccupations, memories and plans during this time. 
Choose a sacred word or phrase to help keep you focused. This might 
be a word such as ‘Jesus’ or phrase such as ‘Come Lord’. It can be 
anything - the idea is that each time you become distracted you bring 
yourself back to the prayer by saying your sacred word or phrase slowly. 

The second step is to “close the door” 
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It is the Father who speaks to you beyond words and who invites you to 
ever deeper silence. If at any point you become distracted allow the 
thoughts to float away. Some find it helpful to place them on an 
imaginary cloud in the sky or an imaginary boat on a river. Gently begin 
saying your sacred word or phrase again and allow yourself to enter the 
silence once more. 
 
At the end of the time of prayer allow yourself to come slowly back into 
the present moment. Look around the room, feel the floor under your 
feet and your body against the chair. This enables you to ground 
yourself, to move out of the time of prayer. 
 
 
As you practice Centring Prayer the aim is that you begin to experience 
the value of inner silence which enables us to recognise the true self. 
 
Unlike the other forms of prayer we don’t expect God to speak to us. It 
is a matter of experiencing the inner presence. 
 
It’s important to recognise that this kind of Centring Prayer takes time 
and repetition to build up to an extended period. It isn’t good to try to 
do this for an hour in the beginning. Start with a short time of 10 
minutes and each day you come back to it extend the time a little more 
if you feel it is comfortable to pray for a little longer. 

Finally, you pray in secret to the Father 3 


