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We generally think of prayer as talking to God. Sharing what is happening and our life needs with God is vitally important.  However, it can leave us with a one dimensional prayer life where God’s voice becomes secondary if not left out completely.  What if we began to think of prayer as an invitation from God to listen?  Have you ever thought that prayer can be silent?   Perhaps we need to re-learn to listen to God.  Listening and silence are parts of prayer we are not accustomed practicing to but are full of deep meaning and significance.  Our greatest example is Jesus.  From the wilderness journey that began his ministry to the consistent rhythm in Matthew and Mark, silence and solitude were regular practices in Jesus’ life with God.

Listening is an essential practice in a healthy life with God.  Consider 1 Samuel 3, 1 Kings 19:11-13, Isaiah 30:15,  and John 10:27 as a few among many God invitations to slow down from our frenetic motion and listen.  Our world is more chaotic than ever.  We are scattered, unfocused, constantly distracted by endless stimulation.  We live in constant motion and as result we are pushed to life on the surface like “skipping stones.”  

Centering Prayer enables us to take a few formative minutes each day to choose to step out of the motion, distraction, noise and tension of the world.  Centering Prayer is listening for the still small voice while the world rages around us and all too often within us.  It offers God “first voice” among all the voices clamoring for attention and demanding our following.  This silent prayer reorients us to our true center and in it we surrender to the centripetal, inward pull of Christ who dwells within. Silence allows us to acknowledge God as our deepest and most profound longing and as our true center.  This is often referred to as being “grounded.”

In this prayer we simply and solely seek God’s presence.  In this, as in all spiritual practices, we simply put ourselves in the place where God can: speak, or lead, soothe our tired hearts, untie our tensions, calm our fears, heal old wounds, free us from slavery to habits, inspire our actions, bring our thoughts into alignment, or ground our way in God’s ways.  In Centering Prayer we make ourselves available to God and we go no further.  We present ourselves to God as we are and life as it is.  We commune with God in simple loving relationship.  The rest is up to God.  

Through centering prayer also we give ourselves to the centrifugal movement outward: to love others, care for creation, and work for justice and peace from our center.  We seek live from the inside out as authentic expressions of who God intended us to be in the moment of our creation. We live directed first by Christ to “Lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love.” (Eph. 4:1-2)

Paul prayed for us all when ha said, “I pray…that you may be strengthened in your inner being…that Christ may dwell in your hearts…and that you would know how deep and high and wide God’s love really is” (Ehp 3:16)

We don’t need to be reminded that there is nothing within us that can surprise God.  God is already aware of our thoughts, emotions, the truth of our inner being, what we try to hide or ignore, our circumstances. God loves and accepts us just as we are.  So “Do not be afraid” to come to God with complete honesty about yourself and your interior.  This might be new for you.  We too often think we have to present ourselves as worthy or God wont hear.  This is an illusion that we easily hide behind.  It might be new for you to pay attention to your interior states of being.  When we practice silence before God we soon understand that we invited to let go of our illusions.  We stand before God completely naked.  In silence there is nothing between you and God and God’s love.  This kind of prayer is vulnerable but, we find this truth at work in us, God loves us just as we are.  

This is a practice and it will require practice in order to become life giving.  Remember that even if it “FEELS” like nothing is happening - something is happening in the deeper places of your being.  Many times Spirit needs to make room in our mind, heart and/or “self” for something new.  For the new to emerge we might be invited to let go of something old: a paradigm, a habit, an anger or resentment or preconceived idea, and even a theology or ecclesial tradition.  We have become so unaccustomed to listening to our interior that it takes time and practice to connect with God in our deeper places…we tend to fear what we have hidden away down there in the dark. 

Centering prayer as withdraw from frenetic activity can become a vital behavior in our life with God, a rhythm of silence and solitude where God meets us as we are and we rest from trying to fix ourselves and life around us. 


The process of Centering Prayer.

Find a place that is quiet where you will not be disturbed for the time of centering.  You can center alone, in pairs, or in groups.  

The first task is to find your centering word.  This is important but don’t get stressed thinking you have to have the “right” word or phrase.  You will find that Spirit will lead you and that in the middle of listening you may come to see a word that more truly reflects your heart. Read a passage of scripture, a poem, something from an inspirational source, or simply listen to your heart.  You are seeking to find a word, short prayer, or short phrase phrase that “gathers up” your desire for God and helps you stay present with God[footnoteRef:2].  You want this word to reflect your current inner state honestly.  It can be any word - Hope, Faith, Fear, Joy, Peace, chaos, Love, Patience, Tension, Broken, Heart broken, Celebration, or call on the name of Jesus.  It can be a short phrase like, “I am here” or “Lord have mercy”.   You can ask God to help you find your centering word/phrase too. It needs to reflect your authentic inner state as an invitation for God to meet you there - just as you are.   [2:  Ruth Haley Barton, Invitation to Solitude and Silence, (Inter Varsity Press, 2010), p. 39] 


You will use your centering word when your thoughts go wondering. You will get distracted.  You will suddenly realize that you are thinking about something or someone.  Your mind will want to fill this sacred space with a thousand other things.  This is called “Monkey Mind”.  It is completely normal. With practice it becomes easier to still and quiet your thoughts but will never completely go away.  For some, this can be very frustrating.   When this happens you simply repeat your word - as often as necessary but not continually - to re-center yourself on listening, silence, waiting, and being in God’s presence.  Your centering word simply brings you back to centering on God. 

Once you have found a quiet place and have your centering word.  Close your eyes and be silent, still, and listen.  Breathe deeply.  Still your mind.  This is not the kind of prayer where you are mentally sharing with God.  You are seeking God in silence and stillness in mind, body, and heart.  Try to allow your thoughts to drop from your head into your heart.  This takes practice but it is important that we move from our mind into our heart.  The heart is what concerns God (1 Samuel 16:7).  I suggest a study of the Hebraic understanding of the heart as the seat of the intellect, will, desires, and emotions.  It is the center of the human being.   I often start with a brief thanks for God’s love, grace, and mercy.  I will often say to God, “What do you want to do with this time?”  Then listen.  Sit in silence, wait and listen.  You are seeking to become aware of God’s presence…and nothing more…the rest is up to God.  It does not always happen!

Try to present yourself to God just as you are.  Authentic.  Nothing hidden.  Open.

Finally, I believe that silence and stillness are among the most important spiritual disciplines in our times.  Simply because our lives are filled with distractions, activity, and motion. We even fill our worship with activity and noise. 

Centering prayer invites you to “trust God with myself, my heart, my soul, my longings and the fear that my longing will not be met.  In this vulnerable place we risk saying, “Here I am.”  With my whole heart, soul, mind, and body I am here, ready and willing to move more deeply into relationship with you.  I make myself available to you, and I wait for you”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  IBID, p. 47 - 50] 


Before you were ever aware of your desire for God…God desired you[footnoteRef:4] and this time with your heart.  We were created for this desire and our brains are even designed for this experience[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  IBID, p. 51]  [5:  See Auto Pilot by Andrew Smart.  See also A General Theory of Love by Thomas Lewis] 


When you begin set a timer for 10 minutes of silence.  It might seem like forever and like your mind just will not be quiet.  That’s pretty normal.  It will get better.  You can eventually add time and with practice you will want to.  This silent prayer can become transformational.  It has changed my life with God.  Stick with it.  Practice at least once a day for 6 weeks and then evaluate.  

