
Resources: 

1. Centering Prayer leafl et

Timings:

Refreshments    15-20 mins

Introducing Centering Prayer: 10 mins

Introducing the prayer exercise 15 mins

Prayer exercise:   20 mins

Sharing (optional)   20 mins in small groups (2-5 people) and

     10 mins for whole group

The timescale needs to be adapted to the size of the group, context and people.

The timing is fl exible but the session needs to fi nish after 1 1⁄2 hours, or 1 hour if the group 

has decided not to opt for the sharing.

S I L E N C E  I S  G O D ’ S  F I R S T  L A N G U A G E . . .

C E N T E R I N G  P R A Y E R

1] INPUT

We tend to think of prayer as something we do and that God listens to. But prayer can also be a 

way we make ourselves open and available to what God is doing in our lives. 

The Carmelite mystic, John of the Cross, writing in the 16th century said this:

“Contemplation is nothing but a hidden, peaceful, loving infl ow of God. 

If it is given room it will infl ame the spirit with love.” - 1 Dark Night 10.6

Contemplation is a particular way of prayer – a deliberate turning aside from the rush of life and 

a turning towards God, the source of life and being. It is a way of prayer that is receptive, in one 

sense passive – though we come to this place by deliberate active choice. We put aside thinking, 

talking, asking and instead come to God with the simple desire to be present and to be open. We 

choose for this time to abide in the presence of God.

Contemplation is a way of stepping out of the normal course of time, beyond the rush and drive of 

our lives, into the eternity that is God.

The Centering Prayer Movement began in the 1980s led by a group of Trappist monks, among 

them Thomas Keating. The origins of this way of prayer, however, go back to the early Christian 

centuries when men and women set off  to the desert to seek God in solitude [the Desert Fathers 

and Mothers].
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The Cloud of Unknowing is an anonymous English work of the 14th century that explores how we 

might develop a prayer practice of being still and open before God. The author taught that:

• God can never be ‘caught’ by reason, but can by love

• Thoughts, even of worthy, spiritual matters, get in the way of contemplative prayer, which is by 

nature more passive 

• What matters is to turn one’s whole being to God in attentive longing. This longing is in itself 

God-given

• A short word, held in prayer, can be helpful to express the desire to seek God in openness:

‘If you want this intention summed up in a word, to retain it more easily, take a short 

word, preferably of one syllable, to do so. The shorter the word the better...a word like 

‘God’ or ‘Love’. Fix this word fast to your heart, so that it is always there, come what may.’ 

[The Cloud of Unknowing, chapter 7]

This is the essence of Centering Prayer. We use a short word to express our intent to remain in 

openness before God.

2] INTRODUCING THE STILLNESS PRAYER EXERCISE

• Give out the Centering Prayer guide, and talk through the steps of the exercise

• Ask people to choose a ‘sacred word’ from the list - God, Jesus, Abba, Father, Mother, Mary, 

Amen, Love, Listen, Peace, Mercy, let Go, Silence, Stillness, Faith, Trust

• Alternatively, in advance write the different ‘sacred words’ on slips of paper [one per piece of paper]. 

Give each person a slip of paper with their ‘word’ for this session.

3] CENTERING PRAYER EXERCISE

• Explain that the time of silence will last for 20 minutes

• Invite people to put pieces of paper down and sit comfortably with eyes closed

• Ask them to use their ‘sacred word’ as a way of gently settling down in openness before God

• Reassure them that thoughts and distractions will come, but rather than fight them, let them come 

and go, using the word to return to the simplicity of being there before God

• Let people know, two minutes before the end of the time, that the prayer is drawing to a close. This 

is a space to slowly return to the awareness of God, present within the ordinariness of daily life

4] REVIEW OF PRAYER

After the prayer time, take five minutes or so to reflect on the experience jotting down some 

reminders under the following headings:

1. The ‘warm spots’ – feelings, thoughts bringing some sense of God’s closeness – e.g. peace, 

trust, hope, love...

2. Any feelings or thoughts that felt negative, disturbing, etc. and may have brought a sense of 

distance from God. These are often springboards for growth if you can own them and pray 

with them.

Or use the Ways Into Prayer ‘Review of Prayer’ leaflet (A3).



5] SHARING THE EXPERIENCE OF THE PRAYER EXERCISE

Let them get into groups of 2-5 people.

Depending on timings, share for 10 mins in the small groups.

Instructions for participants

• You share only what you wish to share.

• What is said in the group remains confidential and is not taken outside the group.

• It is important that each member of the group has the opportunity to share.

6] GATHERING TIME

End the session with a short time (10 mins) of sharing and questions in plenary.

Encourage people to use this way of praying in their own prayer time over the coming week(s).


