
Stillness
Exploring Contemplative Prayer



In what ways is your life 
noisy?

n What’s on in your house?

n Radio? TV? What else?

n Do you carry a cell phone? Is it always with you?

n Do you live alone? How many are in your 
household?

n What other noise do you experience?

n How do you feel if you experience constant noise?



Besides sound …

n Are there are other things besides physical sounds 
that make your life “feel” noisy?

n What are they?



Experiencing Silence
n Have you been on a silent retreat?

n How long was it?

n How did you feel about it?

n Peaceful – anxious?

n Did it end too soon, or could it not end soon enough?

n Is silence sometimes scary – or scary to some people? 
Why do you think that might be?



Two Silent Traditions

nKataphatic
n St. Ignatius – imaginative – such as the 

spiritual exercises

nApophatic
n St. John of  the Cross – letting go of  all 

thoughts.



Use of  Words

n Meditation in the Western Tradition means 
Kataphatic – the use of  the imagination etc.

n Contemplation means Apophatic - without sounds, 
words, images



Contemplation is God’s 
Grace

n We can do contemplative practices: like centering 
prayer or eastern meditative practices (like vipassana) 
but CONTEMPLATION is actually something that 
God gives.

n Thomas Keating says, that Contemplation is not 
something that we attain, but it is accidental to what 
we are doing.

n However, by doing contemplative practices we can 
make ourselves “accident-prone!”



When have you felt God’s 
presence?

n What were the circumstances?

n What did it feel like?



The Interior Castle 

n St. Theresa of  Ávila.

n God isn’t to be found on a spiritual hero’s journey 
(out there.)

n God is to be found on a journey inward.

n God is in our centre.



Some other Superstars of  
the Contemplative Practice

n St. Gregory of  Nyssa (330-95) Prayer is a deep 
yearning for intimacy with God and we find that 
God will dictate the terms of  the prayer relationship.

n John Cassian (360-435) Keep prayer to a single 
phrase or word.

n Pseudo-Dionysius (c.500) There is a level of  
relationship with God in prayer which comes out of  
unknowing.

n John Climacus (c.649) Let us not underestimate the 
power of  a single word or phrase in prayer.



More Saints

n William of  St. Thierry (d.1148) An attachment to the 
image of  God in prayer can be a form of  idolatry. 
Don’t hold onto it. Be open to the Spirit praying us.

n Jan van Ruysbroeck (1293-1381) The three ways of  
experiencing God: first, to rest in Him whom one 
enjoys; second, to fall asleep in God; third, to be one 
with God beyond our own powers, through the Holy 
Spirit.



Still More

n Jean de Caussade (d.1751) One can become 
perpetually busy in prayer. We need to be open to a 
simplification of  our prayer.

n Thomas Merton (1915-68) The term, “Centering 
Prayer” comes from his writings. In sharing his 
prayer practices he describes it as a prayer of  resting 
in one’s centre, where God dwells.



The Practice of  Centering 
Prayer

n Choose a Sacred Word as the symbol of  your 
intention to consent to God’s presence and action 
within.

n Sitting comfortably and with eyes closed, settle 
briefly and silently introduce the sacred word as the 
symbol of  your consent to God’s presence and action 
within.

n When engaged with thoughts*, return ever so gently 
to the sacred word.

n At the end of  the prayer, remain in silence with eyes 
closed for a couple of  minutes.



The benefits of  Centering 
Prayer…

n … are discovered in the rest of  your life, outside of  
the period of  Centering Prayer.



Let’s Practice



Questions and Answers


